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Abstract 

 

People have a peculiar relationship with space. Much of our thinking about who we are 

and how we relate to each other is mediated situationally and spatially. Put differently, where we 

are situated in space matters to how we conceptualize who we are, both individually and 

collectively, and how we adjudicate issues of social, political, and moral import. In this 

dissertation I first expand on these basic insights to develop a spatial analysis of social norms, 

culture and cultural interpretation, and personhood. Mobilizing the upshot of this analysis, I then 

develop an account of mass incarceration that retraces the penal expansion of postwar America 

to economic, cultural, and political upheavals that, like many crises of systemic proportions, 

unfolded geographically. That is, crises that emerged across spatially delimited cultural 

landscapes, with significant implications for how people ordinarily relate to one another and, 

perhaps more importantly, how they conceptualize such relations. This dissertation argues that 

we are socially normative creatures fundamentally constituted and constrained by our situation in 

space. Likewise, I contend that our shared practices, whether just or unjust, reflect these 

inexorable bonds to place and space that define us as the deeply embodied creatures that we are. 

In this sense, taking up space is foundational to every aspect of our animality, humanity, and 

personhood.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The design of a medieval church has much to say about the nature of the social hierarchy 

simply through the spatial relationship which some individual has to the central focal 

point. It is no accident that those in the choir somehow seemed close to God (and hence 

more privileged) than those in the nave.  

— David Harvey, Social Justice and The City (1973) 

Chanting is an important part of activism and organizing. In 2014, as racial justice 

activists gathered in Ferguson and elsewhere to protest the police killings of Black people, one 

protest chant stood out to me. Some group of activists would call out “Whose Streets?” and 

another would respond emphatically with “Our streets!” For many organizers, this particular 

call-and-response is a familiar one, as it has been in use since the Stonewall protests of the 

1960s. One way of understanding the significance of this chant is that it is a forceful reminder, to 

all of us, of the latent and formidable powers of social protest. In particular, it draws attention to 

the ways that we can claim social spaces to make our voices heard—to express to the powerful 

that we exist in these spaces, and what transpires within their boundaries matters to us 

enormously. Indeed, I maintain that this seemingly simple call-and-response shines an important 

philosophical light on the nature of agency and social practice.  

In part, this chant reinforces the notion that what we do together in daily spaces of social 

practice reflects how we think we should do things together. We believe that we should not litter, 

even when others do; we believe that multi-storied buildings should be universally accessible, 

even when they are not; that neighbors should respect our privacy, even when they do not; that 

one should not cut in lines, even when others do; and that wanton state-sanctioned cruelty should 

be held to account, even when it is not. Some of these norms are stringently enforced, whereas 

others allow for occasional leeway and flexibility. Be that as it may, what is unmistakable is that 
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our social practices are deeply normative, and that we structure shared life around what we think 

people should do, especially in their interactions with one another.  

Yet our social practices are not normative merely because of what we believe and what 

we think. Social norms, in other words, do not fundamentally reduce to our beliefs, thoughts, 

attitudes, ideas, and clusters of other abstract entities. Rather, the normative structure of our 

shared practices is deeply responsive to how we inhabit actual space and how we navigate our 

everyday environs. These material spaces are where we develop a sense of self and identity, 

where we can organize around presumed ideals of justice, and where we contest social norms 

and impress normative convictions on each other. This is why we take to these spaces when the 

legitimacy of our ways of life is under attack—to emphasize that they belong to the public, and 

that what happens in these spaces is socially, politically, and morally important to us. Much in 

the same way that the design of a church can illuminate the social dynamics at play inside the 

building, how we relate to everyday and actual spaces of shared life tells us many things about 

the nature of our social practices, especially when these practices become sites of longstanding 

and recurring injustices.  

In this dissertation, I argue we are normative creatures whose very conditions of being 

are predicated on taking up space, quite literally, and that the physical spaces we inhabit shape 

our identities and collective judgements, particularly in the context of mass incarceration in the 

United States. In that analysis, certain questions arise relatively quickly. How did this country, in 

the span of a few decades, acquire the largest incarcerated population in the world? How did we 

go from 300,000 prisoners in 1960s to nearly 2.3 million in 2021? What changed in our 

structurally organized ways of life? Political and legislative decision-making has had a 

significant role to play, but more interesting to my analysis are changes at the level of everyday 
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normative practice. Why do so many Americans continue to maintain, contrary to what we 

empirically know about the deleterious effects of long-term imprisonment, that carceral 

punishment is necessary to the security of our social life? Why are we so punitive in our attitudes 

toward socially and morally disruptive behavior—regardless of how minor such disruptions 

might be?  

To answer those questions, my dissertation offers an understanding of mass incarceration 

that incorporates a spatial analysis of social norms, cultural practice, and ultimately personhood. 

So much of what that we do together takes place in actual and shared space. But when our shared 

ways of life change normatively, one might rightfully wonder whether there are corresponding 

changes to the material and spatial structure of our practices; changes that we can either contest, 

as many have historically, or acquiesce to and accept. In the case of mass incarceration, I argue 

that the changes that accelerated the carceral expansion of recent decades resulted, at an essential 

level, from spatial reconfigurations of social life. These included both local changes to the 

borders of our neighborhoods and cities—in terms of how they are newly drawn, policed, and 

whose rights of movement are regulated—but also more systematic forms of manipulating space, 

wherein uneven developments have produced and reproduced differentials of access to various 

basic goods.  

As Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007) has argued, these dynamics of spatial and social 

interaction were integral to California’s prison expansion in the 1980s and 1990s. Even though 

the crime rate in the state peaked and declined in the 1980s, California continued to lock up 

people in staggering and unprecedented numbers. Correlative to these increases, the state 

constructed twenty-three major new prisons since 1984, each costing around $280-$350 million. 

Multiplying this figure by $280-$350 million means that the state of California has spent 
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somewhere between $5 and $9 billion on prison development since 1984. And since these sites 

are owned by the state, their construction and management have been continually funded by 

members of the public and their taxpayer dollars. The sheer enormity of this system, then, 

challenges the notion that prisons are marginal to our ways of social and shared life. As Gilmore 

puts the point, prisons are “in the middle of the muddle that confronts all modestly educated 

working people and their extended communities—the global supermajority” (Ibid, 11). It is the 

nature of these sorts of confrontations, between everyday people and social institutions like the 

American prison system, that my dissertation aims to elucidate.  

Chapter 1 motivates the central questions of this dissertation by arguing that our 

relationship to space matters structurally to the normative design of our social practices. The 

basic insight here is that where you are in space influences how and what you do. In line with 

these claims, this chapter introduces the original concept of normative geographies, according to 

which our geographic positionalities feature centrally in how we think about who we are, what 

we can do, and how we organize and structure collective life. Furthermore, this chapter will 

insist on a practice-based analysis of social practice, where I examine our normative relationship 

to spaces and places that are experientially most familiar to us—our homes, neighborhoods, and 

schools, our trips to and from work, whether via bus, subway, or private vehicles on city and 

interstate roads, our neighborhoods in suburbia, the inner city, or the sprawling plains with or 

without the requisite coffeeshops, duplexes, abandoned parking lots, crumbling infrastructures, 

declining businesses, and the chain stores that make those places what they are.  

Ordinarily, we take these sites for granted. Seldom do we think about the fact that the hip 

local coffeeshop, where we grade and read on the weekend, is an establishment that attracts 

predominantly upscale customers. Seldom do we think about what happened to the former 
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inhabitants of our recently renovated homes, or to the Black owned corner store, which recently 

reopened as a yoga studio. And seldom do we think about how the interstate networks that 

connect suburban neighborhoods to downtown offices were willfully built through poor 

neighborhoods, especially neighborhoods of color, where entire communities were destroyed and 

uprooted overnight—the phenomenon of “building white roads through Black bedrooms,” as it 

came to be known. As I will argue, a philosophical analysis of our relationship to these spaces 

and structures is deeply illuminating for an understanding of the normative structure of our 

practices, for making sense of how certain identities are centralized and marginalized within 

daily spaces of social life, and, most importantly, for a better grasp of how pernicious ideologies 

permeate cultural configurations. In recent years, Sally Haslanger (2017) has argued that social 

injustices are rooted in problematic cultural determinations about what is morally valuable and 

what is not; ideology critique must thereby challenge the values that unjust ways of life 

propagate and promote. I agree, but accounts like Haslanger’s do not go far enough in exploring 

the underlying materiality and spatiality of culture itself. 

Chapter 2 specifically undertakes this task. On my view, culture is nothing above and 

beyond how we do things daily and together, in actual and material spaces of the world. Culture 

is not some super-organic entity that could be ontologically divorced from social practice. 

Rather, culture is developed through these practices, and since these practices are spatialized and 

geographically grounded, so is culture. An analysis of culture and ideology, then, must be 

anchored in the ways that we have spatially organized and configured our social activities. This 

is where I originally advance what I call a geomaterial conception of culture. This account 

incorporates the insights of the previous chapter, but also builds the case for conceptualizing 
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culture in ways that better allow us to understand how phenomena like racism and sexism 

develop cultural and institutional proportions. 

Chapter 3 integrates the arguments of the previous chapters to argue that personhood is 

culturally and spatially scaffolded, insofar as we are inducted into the spaces of person-

characteristic activities, or what will be called person-space, through a spatializing process of 

constitutive misrecognition. As I argue in this chapter, being a person is foundationally 

predicated on being in space and being regarded in person-characteristic ways within the 

culturally defined boundaries of social life.  

 Chapter 4 turns to the problem of mass incarceration and reconceptualizes this problem 

as a crisis of cultural and spatial origins and significance. The account that I develop in this final 

chapter retraces the origins of penal expansion in postwar America to cultural and geographic 

shifts that drew the public’s attention away from federal disinvestment in poor and Black 

communities by redirecting that attention toward a (mostly) manufactured frenzy about pervasive 

criminality and anarchy. As geographies of urban, suburban, and rural life transformed during 

this era, so did commonplace assumptions about individual responsibility, crime, and 

punishment. With large waves of white residents fleeing cities for the suburbs, beginning in the 

1950s, suburbia had become the hub of political and cultural consensus-building by the 1970s. 

Hellbent on deregulating the market and eradicating what remained of the Keynesian state, 

American politicians began to pander to socially conservative suburbanites more aggressively in 

the 1980s. In particular, the geographic isolation of these communities became especially easy to 

manipulate and mold into legislative support for more aggressive policing, tougher sentencing 

laws, and ever-expanding prison construction.  



 
 

7 
 

While my work does not discuss any solutions to the penal crisis ongoing in the United 

States, it will offer an analysis of the social and cultural arrangements where problems like mass 

incarceration originate, fester, and overtime metastasize into tragedies of unforeseen and 

uncontrollable proportions. Thus, any meaningful steps that we, as a society, take toward 

addressing such monumental collective crises will have to contend with the concrete realities of 

daily life. In this sense, my analysis of social norms and social spaces, like the protest chant 

“Whose streets?”, will serve as a reminder that institutional injustices emerge from within our 

most familiar activities, especially through various changes to the spaces where such activities 

unfold. An analysis of how these spaces our structured, then, and how we inhabit and navigate 

them, will be central to the project of creating a material world that is better, fairer, and more 

just. 
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CHAPTER 1. THE SPATIAL SOURCES OF NORMATIVITY 

 
Racism and sexism produce attendant geographies that are bound in human 

disempowerment and dispossession. 

— Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds 

 

1. Introduction 

 

A few years ago, the writer Hannah Drake invited her readers to partake in what she 

called the “do not move off the sidewalk” challenge (Drake 2018). The phenomenon that Drake 

was aiming to capture was a familiar one. It referred to a certain spatial expectation that people 

of color, and particularly Black women, should navigate their bodies in ways that are conducive 

to the movements of white people in everyday places—on the street, on the sidewalk, at the 

store, at school, and so on. If you are a person of color, you likely are familiar with what Drake is 

talking about, or at least are vaguely sensitive to the fact that our relationship to space is a 

peculiar one. At a busy intersection, we often are expected to move out of the way to make room 

for white pedestrians, especially men, or else they will just barge into us. In similar fashion, we 

sometimes cross the street at night when white walkers approach us, lest we make them feel 

unsafe and give rise to actionable suspicions. And none of this is to mention walking into upscale 

restaurants and hotels, where we often are seen as interlopers and trespassers, or otherwise as 

employees and staff, unless we can prove that such is not the case.1  

These are just some examples of the ways in which our relationship to space bears on our 

relationships to each other, and importantly to ourselves. What these examples commonly 

demonstrate is that many of the ways in which we judge other people, at a fundamental level, 

derive from how we judge their relationship to space, and especially how we compare their 

 
1 Speaking from a particular personal experience, I was once mistaken for the caterer at a philosophy event. A senior 

scholar approached me to ask to refill his coffee cup. I was neither dressed nor behaving in a fashion that would 

have suggested I was working the event. I suppose such is the life of a non-white academic. 
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relationship to space to ours—do they belong in these spaces like we do, or are they intruders 

and trespassers? In many ways, we are always on the lookout for those who just seem out of 

place. Such forms of policing space and regulating movement are sometimes innocent and 

perhaps even justified, whereas in many other instances they are socially, politically, and 

ethically exclusionary. For example, patrolling white spaces for non-white intruders is a practice 

that often results in easily preventable tragedies—think of George Zimmerman ruthlessly 

gunning down the 17-year-old Trayvon Martin. Along similar lines, many of us might be 

familiar with the policing of gender, sexuality, and class that often goes on in professional 

contexts—think of the white homogeneity of academic spaces. These are commonplace 

phenomena, and many of us are implicated in them, either as those that police or those that are 

policed, and sometimes even both.  

In this chapter, I want to explore and understand why we are so devoted to policing 

space—to dividing the actual spaces of the world between those that belong and those that do 

not. Not all forms of policing space are invariably bad—indeed some are very good. It is wholly 

rational, for example, to want to police and secure the borders of our homes, lest strangers just 

walk in and do as they please. But such forms of policing can turn oppressive when they happen 

around the edges of our varying social identities, in which case they can become the means for 

enforcing and maintaining social domination, privilege, and power. In what follows, I place this 

relationship to space front and center in the analysis of our relationship to each other, and at the 

heart of a philosophical account of the nature of social practice. To that end, this chapter lays the 

groundwork for the claim that space and geography are crucial sites of normative socialization, 

agential development, and various forms of social and material marginalization. More 



 
 

10 
 

specifically, I argue that social norms are constituted and enforced spatially, and thereby acquire 

their regulatory force through shaping and altering our relationship to space.   

Section 2 draws on the work of Charles Mills (1997) to motivate a discussion of why 

space matters to the design of social practices. Section 3 problematizes the involvement of the 

world in our normative practices. Section 4 offers a conception of what I call normative 

geographies. Normative geographies circumscribe the spaces of all that we do normatively, 

especially in interaction with one another. I argue that this concept serves as a useful lens for 

analyzing the normative involvement of the material world in our social and cultural practices.  

2. Normativity and Space 
 

The history of Western political thought is deeply racialized and racializing. For Mills, in 

particular, political theorizing in the West often conceals and obfuscates the realities of racial 

domination that our shared ways of life enforce and rely on. On Mills’ view, this is largely 

achieved through upholding what he calls “the racial contract” (1997). In its broad contours, the 

racial contract refers to a set of agreements and meta-agreements that distinguish white (largely 

male) individuals as people and mark everyone else as somehow lesser in their personhood. The 

racial contract, thus conceived, represents a covenant between white people about how they 

ought to regulate their interactions with each other—as persons with full rights and entitlements, 

but with the central recognition that such regulatory norms do not apply to their interactions with 

non-white individuals, since the latter are epistemically, morally, and politically inferior 

creatures.2 In its normative underpinnings, in short, the racial contract is a morally, politically, 

and epistemologically prescriptive bond.  

 
2 It should be noted and emphasized that not all white people are signatories of the racial contract. Nonetheless, they 

are all beneficiaries of the racial contract, or so suggests Mills.  
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The detailed analysis that Mills offers, articulating both the theoretical and normative 

underpinnings of the racial contract, while also illuminating the ways through which it is enacted 

and adhered to descriptively, cannot receive a full discussion in this chapter. But one crucial 

detail of Mills’ analysis deserves careful investigation—the claim that the racial contract is 

spatially normative and is fundamentally enforced through (what Mills calls) norming of space, 

wherein actual and material spaces are configured to enforce the terms and conditions of the 

racial contract. Let me start my analysis by offering an explication of this account as developed 

in Mills’ philosophical thought.  

2.1 Norming Space 

The racial contract is a historical and material actuality, Mills argues, and one that 

literally demarcates the civil space of white habitat from the spaces occupied by those “others,” 

“aliens,” “foreigners,” “natives,” and “savages”. As a materialist of sorts, Mills is emphatic that 

the normative structuration of the racial contract is not merely cognitive and epistemic. Rather, 

he claims that the contract presumes and produces spatial schemas that very literally enforce its 

normative content. Here is Mills on the ways in which the racial contract “norms” the spaces in 

which it acquires its oppressively binding significance:  

[I]n the social contract’s application to non-Europe, where it becomes the Racial Contract, 

both space and its inhabitants are alien. So this space and these individuals need to be 

explicitly theorized about, since (it turns out) they are both defective in a way that requires 

external intervention to be redeemed (insofar, that is, as redemption is possible). Europeans, 

or at least full Europeans, were “civilized,” and this condition was manifested in the character 

of the spaces they inhabited. Non-Europeans were “savages,” and this condition was 

manifested in the character of the spaces they inhabited. In fact, as it has been pointed out, 

this habitation is captured in the etymology of “savage” itself, which derives from the Latin 

silva, “wood,” so that the savage is the wild man of the wood, silvaticus, homo sylvestris, the 

man into whose being wildness, wilderness, has so deeply penetrated that the door to 

civilization, to the political, is barred […] 

 

Correspondingly, the Racial Contract in its early preconquest versions must necessarily 

involve the pejorative characterization of the spaces that need taming, the spaces in which the 

racial polities are eventually going to be constructed. The Racial Contract is thus necessarily 

more openly material than the social contract. These strange landscapes (so unlike those at 
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home), this alien flesh (so different from our own), must be mapped and subordinated. 

Creating the civil and the political here thus requires an active spatial struggle (this space is 

resistant) against the savage and the barbaric, an advancing of the frontier against opposition, 

a Europeanization of the world. (Mills 1997, 42-43)  

 

According to Mills, the struggle for political domination is fundamentally bound up in the 

struggle for claiming the rights to freely navigate and configure space. Furthermore, this 

mutually supporting interplay is integral to the project of ethno-colonialism because the spatial 

norming that substantiates the racial contract has significant epistemological and moral 

implications.  

Epistemologically speaking, the settlers want to produce knowledge through 

exploration—to gain new knowledge is to traverse unfamiliar spaces. But knowledge-production 

is not merely a cognitive exercise, since the knower has to actually engage with their unfamiliar 

surroundings and acquire the knowledge that the natives already possess. But settlers either do 

not know how to communicate with the natives, insofar as they do not possess the requisite 

means for communication, or they go out of their way to refrain from doing so on equal footing. 

After all, the project of so-called exploration had begun, in no small part, on the presumption that 

the natives are epistemically deficient and inferior, otherwise they would have established 

communicative channels for exchanging knowledge with the civilized world. In order to procure 

knowledge, then, settlers have to familiarize themselves with this new environment and learn 

how to navigate the landscapes of native life. Thus, they embark on the project of charting new 

territories and begin experimenting with ways of manipulating these newly discovered spaces, 

and their inhabitants, to suit their epistemological and political ambitions.  

In such contexts, as Mills points out, the terminologies of ‘discovery’ and ‘exploration’ 

are not innocuously and accidentally invoked. Such lexical choices are deliberate placeholders 

for depictions of non-white spaces as uncivilized and backwardly. And examples of such 
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depictions abound in the literary and anthropological observations of white authorship. For 

example, this sentiment is forcefully articulated, among many other places during the same era, 

in Theodore Roosevelt’s African Game Trails, which is a collection of notes that Roosevelt 

compiled during a safari across Africa. In the very opening lines of his notes, in fact, Roosevelt 

offers the following observations on the state of native African life: 

The great world movement which began with the voyages of Columbus and Vasco da 

Gama, and which has gone on with ever-increasing rapidity and complexity until our own 

time, has developed along a myriad lines of interest. In no way has it been more 

interesting than the way in which it has brought into sudden, violent, and intimate contact 

phases of the world’s life history which would normally be separated by untold centuries 

of slow development. Again and again, in the continents new to peoples of European 

stock, we have seen the spectacle of a high civilization all at once thrust into and 

superimposed upon a wilderness of savage men and savage beasts. (2001, 1; italics mine) 
 

I italicize portions of the last line for the ways in which it evokes the animality of native life, and 

for the insistence on how such animals can only be encountered in the spaces where they 

belong—the wilderness. The natives are brutes and beasts, as Roosevelt encounters them, and as 

such they belong in the wild—those spaces that have remained untouched by civilized 

development, where animals continue to dwell uncivilly in their savage manners. Even when 

confronted with the reality of extremely sophisticated ways of life, in Uganda and elsewhere, 

Roosevelt writes of the advancement of the natives merely to the “upper stages of barbarism,” 

which he compares to the early stages in the development of a “semi-civilization” (Ibid, 2). 

Otherwise, and as far as he is concerned, the whole of the African landscape is shrouded in 

darkness and savagery, which Roosevelt envisions as fertile ground for Euro-American 

exploration and development.  

 In this sense, the language of colonialist usurpation and land acquisition, as such 

practices are spatially and geographically carried out, and as most often enforced through brutal 

means of violence and domination, are newly reconceptualized as scientific and exploratory 
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ambitions. Explorers are knowledge producers, and knowledge producers need to know the lay 

of the land. To do so, settler colonialists have two choices. First, they could intimately observe 

and learn from the natives; establish means of communications through which they learn from 

immersive observation and dialogue. But such modes of learning require time and resources that 

colonialists may not be willing to expend. The alternative and more expedient option, then, is to 

forcefully (and when necessary, violently) strip the natives of any legitimate claims to their own 

spaces and places, and to reconfigure them in epistemically self-serving ways that further the 

material ambitions of settlers.  

 But these projects of norming space also have a moral logic. The settlers do not pilfer and 

kill without an ostensible claim to doing so in the name of some grand moral objective. Thus, 

they often resort to spatializing vice and virtue, where non-European spaces are “demonized in a 

way that implies the need for Europeanization if moral redemption is to be possible” (Mills 1997, 

44). This is not an entirely original observation. For example, in discussing the spatial 

foundations of racialized colonialism, Frantz Fanon similarly writes of the ways in which 

cartographies of colonialist morality mark non-white landscapes as “disreputable place[s] 

inhabited by disreputable people” (Fanon and Sartre 1965, 5). The spatialization of whiteness, 

for both Fanon and Mills, inexorably produces an opposition of moral vice and virtue grounded 

in literal separation of white and non-white spaces. In these spaces, the movement of whiteness 

gets imbued with connotations of moral progress, epistemic flourishing, and material ingenuity, 

whereas the movement of non-white natives takes place in spaces that are forever engulfed in 

moral depravity and ignorance.  

This is how the racial contract norms space on Mills’ analysis. And it is on the basis of 

this spatialized norming that the political, moral, and epistemological fault lines of normative 
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spaces are drawn and enforced. Again, these normative boundaries are neither symbolic nor 

abstract. Rather, they represent the ways in which everyday material space is physically 

demarcated and delimited, and the ways through which we—consciously or not, violently or 

otherwise, and through both institutional and individual practices—enforce problematic 

judgments about which groups belong, among us, and which do not. Histories of racist 

colonialism demonstrate this fact unmistakably and tragically. Built into the very concept of 

colonial usurpation and expropriation is the expectation that colonialists will do their utmost to 

lay claim to those spaces that they do not have a natural entitlement to. For Mills, these practices 

are always carried out, both subtly and not-so-subtly, through the norming of space. First, 

colonialists must identify spaces where they could conceivably pursue their exploitative ends. 

Second, they must redraw the material boundaries of these spaces to carry out their exploitative 

ends without robust resistance from the locals and natives. This requires a restructuring of 

physical space, where the natives and the locals are pushed to the periphery, while so-called 

developers and explorers move about freely. To put it more crudely, colonialists must first find a 

bad-looking place, in which they could carry out their putatively good ambitions.3 But this now 

means that there are people to be dealt with, the inhabitants of the bad places. Do they know that 

they live in bad places? Likely not, colonialists contend with themselves, because if they had 

known such facts, they would have strived to rectify their bad ways of life. Thus, space gets 

normed, as good or bad, and so do the people within that space—this place is bad and should be 

revived and developed and the same goes for its inhabitants. The norming of space, in this way, 

begets the norming of the individual, and the norming of the individual further entrenches the 

norming of space. The normative indictment of space and person, as wilderness and savages, are 

 
3 This is, arguably, the same logic that drives the various practices associated with the phenomenon of 

“gentrification.” I will return to this point later in the chapter and in other chapters.  
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thus mutually reinforcing. As Mills describes this dynamic and mutual process of norming, “you 

[the native] are what you are in part because you originate from a certain kind of place 

[wilderness], and that space has those properties in part because it is inhabited by creatures like 

yourself” (Mills 1997, 42). 

But if space can be normed, does this mean that social norms are spatial, or can be 

spatialized? Mills does not offer a whole lot on this point. The norming of space requires a 

material restructuring of space in line with the normative expectations of those that do the 

norming. But which comes first, the norms or the spaces that are subsequently normed? For 

Mills, norms are always primary, insofar as they are antecedent to their enactment and 

enforcement through space. On my view, however, social norms have spatial significances that 

are intrinsic to all forms of collective action. Norms and norming, I am claiming, are always and 

fundamentally spatial and spatially constituted. In this sense, the normative structures of our 

social practices are fundamentally developed through our relationship to the material and spatial 

structures of the world. Section 3 takes up precisely this issue and makes the argument that the 

pragmatic structures of our social practices, and the normativity fundamentally inherent therein, 

have configurations that can only be spatially articulated and examined.  

In line with this view, I invite us to conceptualize social norms as not merely 

psychologically or conceptually rule-based, but as the regulatory structure of social practices that 

are concretely embedded in space and the material world. For this very reason, I maintain that 

any serious theorizing about the nature of social practice has to make sense of how social norms, 

and the material spaces in which they are enforced, are metaphysically entwined. Like Mills, I 

maintain that social norms acquire their regulatory significance in the specific spaces that they 

are instituted and enforced. But I also go further and claim that social norms are always 
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constituted in this manner and spatially. Norms acquire their social authority because they apply 

to what we variously do in different spaces, and as such their constitutive relation to space must 

be investigated as a central feature of how they are devised and enforced. Thus construed, social 

norms are not conceptual schema above and beyond what we do in the actual and embodied 

practices of daily life. Rather, they are spatially grounded structures that define and regulate 

these practices and are thereby constituted in tandem with the material environs wherein they 

regulate our social practices. But first, I want to offer a brief note about what I mean by norms 

and normativity. 

2.2 A Note on the Nature of Social Norms 

The conception of normativity that frames my discussion here is broad. Following Joseph 

Rouse (2007), I construe normativity rather expansively to apply to all sorts of social and moral 

practices organized around considerations like correct and incorrect, just and unjust, right and 

wrong, appropriate and inappropriate, fair and unfair, and other such evaluative judgments. 

Moreover, like Rouse, I maintain that normativity is neither reducible to “governing rules,” nor 

is it merely a product of “exhibited regularities” in behavior (Ibid, 3). Specifically, I follow 

Rouse’s arguments that normativity is a fundamental feature of our embodied social practices, 

and that it has to be accounted for through (i) the ways in which performances in a social practice 

are mutually responsive and accountable; (ii) the ways in which such practices constitute an issue 

or revolve around something that is at stake, or how they are contestatory; and (iii) the ways in 

which the resolution of these issues is “perspectivally variant” and “open-textured” (Ibid, 6). 

Extending these claims to their natural conclusion, I maintain that the sources of normativity are 

inherent to our social practices and what we do together.4 Most importantly, I think where we do 

 
4 This is, in part, in response to the work of authors like Christine Korsgaard. In her now famous The Sources of 

Normativity (1996), Korsgaard claims that the sources of normativity are internal to agency (Korsgaard and O'Neill, 
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things together, rather than how we do these things, is more interesting and important to an 

understanding of the structure of social practice. Our social practices take place in actual and 

material space, because we are the kinds of creatures who are doomed to embodiment. There is 

no escaping space, to put it bluntly. As such, all that we do together has to be responsive to the 

features of the spaces that we are situated in, insofar as they delimit (and also limit) what we can 

do normatively.  

This conception of normativity, which grounds the normative authority of social practice 

in the materiality of social life, is appealing to me because it demystifies the ontological profile 

of social norms—the kind of stuff that norms are, that is. However, building on the work of Quill 

Kukla and Mark Lance (2014), my analysis in the remainder of this chapter is animated by a 

threefold package of interests and concerns. First, I insist that to better understand the structure 

of social practices, we should probe very carefully how our normative practices are responsive to 

the material features of the world. Second and relatedly, I maintain that much of what we do 

together is normatively structured by the constraints and limitations that physical space imposes 

on our actions. Third, I contend that the interplay of norms, space, and persons will shine 

important philosophical light on questions about the nature of social agency, our relationship to 

and situation in the world, and the ways that our relationship to space shapes who we are and 

how we live together.  

The nature of the relationship between social norms and social practice is a deep puzzle, 

because the material world bears normatively on the structure and content of our social practices. 

At the same time, however, this cannot imply that the material world possesses agency, because 

agency is something that we possess qua persons—creatures that can commit to normatively 

 
The Sources of Normativity 1996). I fundamentally disagree with this Kantian interpretation of the authority of 

norms, and much of what I say in this chapter can be approached as a response to theorists like Korsgaard.  
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structured ways of life. As such, we have to account for the normative influence that the physical 

world can assert in our practices in ways that preserve our commitments to naturalism. In ways, 

that is, that are not metaphysically spooky or that attribute some fictitious humanoid agency to 

physical objects. As Kukla and Lance formulate this worry, “attributing normative properties 

directly to objects themselves requires us to violate a naturalistic picture of the material world” 

(2014, 24). That said, we still have to account for the ways in which objects can “constrain and 

have normative significance in our practices even if they have no ‘authority’ or other agent-like 

attributes” (Ibid). Like Kukla and Lance, Rouse thinks that these worries are best dispelled 

through developing accounts of normativity that are anchored in the fundamental sociality of 

normative practice. I am fully onboard with the social approach that Kukla, Lance, and Rouse, 

among others, espouse in their analysis of normativity. Nonetheless, in the account of spatialized 

normativity that I explore in the next section, I want to dive deeper into the relationship between 

shared material space and social norms. Specifically, the question that I will explore is: Can we 

build norms into the spatial and geographic features of the world? In a trivial sense, the answer is 

yes. Mills and Fanon already demonstrated this point in examples discussed earlier, but we can 

also think of other and more mundane examples. A stop sign, for instance, or a border fence both 

have prescriptive significance and are material stuff of this world. One is a tool of regulating 

traffic, whereas the other is a way of enforcing judgments about which groups belong on what 

side of the fence. But again, signs and fences are physical objects. So, is it fair to assume that the 

normative authority of such objects derives directly from how such objects are embedded in the 

actual spaces of everyday practice?  

Of course, social practice is something that we participate in physically, spatially, and 

with our bodies. However, I take things much further here and argue that all that we do together 
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normatively presupposes our situatedness in space, because social norms are fundamentally 

spatial and spatializing. There are no social norms outside of space, on my account, insofar as it 

would be incoherent to think about norms that apply to social interactions outside of spaces 

where such interactions take place. In addition, material space is always geographic, insofar as 

where you are in the world is distinguished specifically in reference to the physical and built 

features of your environs. Building on these two claims, I contend that the normative authority of 

social practice derives fundamentally from where we are in the world, which is why so much of 

what we do together requires closely inspecting and regulating our relation to space, and our 

relations to others as they are mediated spatially.  

To concretely demonstrate what I have in mind, think of the 8 Mile Road in Detroit, 

which is not just a road where people travel from one destination to next. Rather, this road marks 

an urban spatial barrier that separates the wealthy residents of the city from its poorer, 

predominantly Black inhabitants. Similarly, the Atlantic Ocean is not merely a container of water 

that covers 20 percent of the earth’s surface. Rather, it is a geographic mausoleum for the 

millions who perished aboard slave ships during the Middle Passage. And of particular interest to 

the themes of this present work, American prisons are not merely institutions that house criminal 

offenders. Rather, they are actual and architectural sites of injustice and disenfranchisement, 

which, in the words of Angela Davis, are sites for the “simultaneous production and concealment 

of racism” (Gordon 1999, 147-148). On the view that I defend here, any serious project of social 

normative analysis has to contend with these and similar realities, and account for why 

management of space is always presupposed in the social and political management of persons 

and their behaviors.  
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3. Spatializing Social Norms 

 

 Many of our activities, both mundane and elaborately planned, are normatively 

responsive to material features of the world. We should not have a picnic outside if it is 

storming; to cut through things we should use sharp objects; walls are barriers that we should not 

just walk through; the sidewalk is where pedestrians belong, whereas the road is reserved for 

bikes and motor vehicles; we typically should enter a building through the entrance rather than 

windows; we should avoid building homes in flood plains; we should not litter; we should pull 

over for an ambulance or a fire truck; we should work to actively reduce our carbon footprint, 

and so on. In all these examples, different features of our physical environs, both artificial and 

natural, define and delimit what we should and should not do. Insofar as these considerations 

often bear on how we structure our normative practices, what we do together and normatively 

seems fundamentally beholden to the material and spatial anatomy of the world. In part, this is a 

consequence of our own normative artistry and devising. As Kukla and Lance (2009) put this 

point: 

[W]e enable features of the world to have normative significance—to matter to us in 

various ways—through our own engagement in normative practices that are essentially 

embedded in and responsive to various features of their environments. The normative 

involvement of the world in our practices is built into our running and driving on the 

world’s fields and roads, sailing on its oceans, trading its objects, and so forth. We use 

worldly objects directly in the practices to which they matter, including in the game of 

giving and asking for reasons. (77) 

 

But in what ways, exactly, is the normative involvement of the world “built into” our social 

practices?  

Like Kukla and Lance, I think the proof is in the pudding. Insofar as we are materially 

constituted and embodied beings, and thereby deeply embedded in a material world, the world is 

thoroughly involved in all that we do together. We are material creatures living in a material 

world, as Madonna would say. To put the same point slightly more philosophically, all that we 
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do normatively involves the world because we, as the kind of creatures whose social practices 

are deeply normative, can only do things in the world. The mundane examples that Kukla and 

Lance offer, such as driving on roads or sailing across oceans, are nicely illustrative of this fact. 

The world materially contains and encompasses all that we do, ergo it is involved in our various 

activities. There is simply no escaping this involvement. However, I want to push things 

somewhat further and argue that there is more to the story of our involvement with the world. 

Alongside Kukla and Lance, I maintain that the material world does not possess agency, since 

that is something that we possess, because of the kinds of normative creatures that we are qua 

persons. As such, the language of ‘involvement’ might seem confusing when it comes to 

thinking about the deep-seated normative dependence of personhood on the material world.  

Presumably, involving is something that is both active and passive. I could be involved in 

an activity orchestrated by another, for example, when someone asks me to participate in a 

behavioral experiment. But on this construal of involvement, being involved in something 

indicates some form of active participation; I have the option to partake in the experiment or to 

refrain from doing so. This points to the active sense of involvement, where I could seek to 

involve myself in some activity or alternatively sit back and refuse to do so. For example, I could 

involve myself in a fight by trying to break it up, or I could involve myself in ongoing drama 

between friends. However, I take it that neither of these senses of involvement are what we have 

in mind when we say the world is involved in our normative practices. This is because the 

material world does not possess agency and cannot autonomously involve itself in what we do. 

Perhaps, then, the involvement of the material world in our practices is more akin to the kind of 

forced involvement that a figure of authority can impose on his inferiors. For instance, a tyrant 

might involve his subordinates in some nefarious affair, such as the assassination of a dissident. 
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This sense of involvement is what comes to mind when we imagine someone doing something 

under duress, because they have no choice to do otherwise. But this also cannot be the sense in 

which the world is involved in our practices because we can readily admit that the world is 

physically far more powerful than we are. Sure, we could manipulate the world to our design in 

some cases, but such forms of manipulation are not limitless. In a sense, when we press 

ourselves upon the world, the world will invariably press back—be it through literally 

constraining what we can do or punishing our harmful intrusions into nature through cycles of 

natural disaster.  

Thus, we circle back to the question where we started. In what ways, exactly, is the world 

normatively involved in our social practices? Let’s go back to Kukla and Lance, in whose view 

the normative involvement of the world is “built into” the very design of our social practices. 

How should we interpret this claim? Presumably, the ways in which the world is built into our 

practices is not analogous to the ways in which, for example, we could build shelves into the 

wall by optionally adding something to the décor of our home. Rather, I contend that we should 

interpret this relation as one of co-constitution, where normative structures of our practices 

materialize specifically in and through the world. On this view, the normative outlines of what 

we do together has to account for the features of the material contexts wherein we are concretely 

embedded. Crucially, this is because when we participate in shared practice, we must be 

sensitive to the rules that bind our interactions in the space where the practice is unfolding. And 

this is not a secondary or a higher-order sensitivity, either. Rather, thinking about where 

something is done is foundational to how we conceptualize the practice in the first place, and 

subsequently pick from the range of actions available to us within said practice. 
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To concretely drive this point, let me invite you to think about how games are designed, 

and in particular video games. When video game designers get to work, one of the things that 

they immediately have to consider is what kind of rules they want to devise around what is 

feasible within the game; some set of regulations that would define the perimeters of what 

players can and cannot do. But you cannot think about designing the rules of a video game 

without concurrently thinking about the universe where such rules are applicable, and how this 

relationship between environment and gamer will structure the narrative agency within the game. 

Put differently, the rules only matter within the ecosystem of the game, which requires 

developing a detailed virtual geography that bounds the places where the game narratively 

unfolds.5 It is by virtue of refining these different environments, which in their totality constitute 

the cosmos of the game, that designers can simultaneously start devising narrative paths for 

players and their characters. In this vein, as C. Thi Nguyen (2020) has recently argued, game 

designers work in the medium of agency, insofar as they have to account for how players behave 

in a game and the world where such behavior is enacted. Thus, games can constitute what 

Nguyen calls a “library of agency,” where gaming fundamentally involves the immersive 

exploration of agential possibilities proffered within the game, in accordance with a set of rules 

that define such agencies within the ecosystem of the game (Ibid). It is this intricate, delicate, 

and titillating interaction of rules, environments, and players that makes video games so 

endlessly and familiarly fun.  

Along similar lines, I propose that we think about everyday social practices as games 

with rules that apply to players within the environments where actors come into contact with 

 
5 It should be noted that the universe of some games is an open world, insofar as there are no limits to what the 

player can explore in the world where the game takes place. But even in these worlds, what you do and how you 

interact with others is deeply modulated according to where you are and what kinds of actions the context calls for. 

Deviating from expected norms within a given context is often extremely costly.    



 
 

25 
 

possibilities for action. As I have been arguing, our social ways of life are deeply normative, 

because they reflect what we think we should do together. But our social practices take place in 

the material world, insofar as we are always and already situated in places, spaces, landscapes, 

and geographies of this world. It is only within this world that we can do things together, 

normatively or otherwise. Of course, there is no normative practice without persons, but there is 

also no normative action without the world. These things always come as a package—people, 

norms, and the world.6 In the language of Martin Heidegger, we are the kinds of creatures who 

are always and already in the world—we find ourselves very suddenly “thrown” into this world 

and all that we do presumes this relation of thrownness.7 Given our fundamental worldliness, 

then, what we do in the world has normative significance to us because the world is our only 

home, which we have to share with other things and creatures, especially with other people.  

Accordingly, the authority of what we do together and normatively derives first and 

foremost from the fact that we are spatially embedded creatures, for whom the design of social 

practice is deeply responsive to where we are in space, on the one hand, and where we are in 

relation to others, on the other. This is why we manipulate the variegated spaces of the world, 

territorialize them with boundaries, insist on policing those boundaries, and innovate ways of 

including and excluding others within these enforced boundaries. In short, how we interact with 

space matters to us, because what we do matters to us. But what we do matters to us because 

how we interact with space matters, insofar as agential possibilities, and the attendant rules for 

 
6 Of course, the world that I am referring to here is the social world. The physical universe has existed before we 

arrived on the scene and will (likely and hopefully) persist long after we are gone. This purely physical world is the 

foundation of all that we do socially and normatively. Nonetheless, we can introduce a division here of the world 

and space as absolute physical givens, in the Newtonian sense, from the social world and its social spaces, in the 

language of Henri Lefebvre (1974/1991). 
7 See Heidegger’s discussion of “thrownness” in Being and Time (1962). In her discussion of social group 

membership, Iris Young borrows this concept from Heidegger to discuss the ways in which our membership in 

social groups has the character of “always already have been” (1990, 46). As I will argue in Chapter 3, this kind of 

thrownness into space is the very precondition of our personhood.  
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action, manifest only in the ways that we interact with each other within specific spaces and 

places. Thus, manipulating space can have significant consequences for what courses of actions 

are available to which groups and where, which is to say for how social life is structured. In the 

same way that a game designer can program into the architecture of a game’s world 

multitudinous possibilities for action and inaction, for expanding and hindering agency, the 

structure of actual space similarly influences what we can achieve normatively and how we 

interact socially. Let me illustrate this point through an example.  

Think about driving, the familiar activity of getting in a car and traveling from one 

location to another. Millions of cars travel annually through the American interstate highway 

system, with its labyrinthine webs of roads connecting rural, urban, and suburban localities. 

Throughout this network, driving on various roads requires adherence to different but broadly 

similar rules of safety. Speed limits, for example, are differentially enforced in different places. 

By and large, however, these are arbitrarily established and enforced codes, insofar as merely a 

few mileage points distinguish what is deemed legal from illegal. But the spatial architecture of 

these roads is not devoid of normative significance beyond the ways in which they were 

designed to regulate the flow of traffic and facilitate ease of motor travel. During the American 

interstate construction boom of mid twentieth century, many poor communities, communities of 

color, and immigrant communities became spaces through and around which these roads were 

often constructed. In many states and cities, highway construction displaced large communities 

whose neighborhoods had now been identified as sites of interstate development. Alternatively, 

if total displacement did not ensue, entire communities would often become social and economic 

islands onto themselves, transformed into roadside sceneries of material decline. None of this, 

however, was accidental, as city planners often deliberately used federal funding, earmarked 
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specifically for interstate development, to instead tackle problems of urban blight. In the state of 

California, for instance, low-income neighborhoods in West Oakland were specifically targeted 

for highway construction as ersatz solutions to rising poverty.8 Likewise, in the city of 

Baltimore, projects of interstate development, some of which to this day remain incomplete, 

became the principal means for imposing literal barriers between the rich and the poor, a 

distinction that naturally was not devoid of racialized significance.9 Much in the same ways as 

Baltimore and West Oakland, Black communal life in places like Chicago, New York, Detroit, 

and Richmond was deeply affected by construction of interstate projects in the same era of 

highway expansion, where city proposals for building roads often singled out the heart of Black 

and immigrant neighborhoods. In fact, such practices would become so commonplace and 

ordinary in many major cities that, among critics of such practices, they were often referred to as 

building white roads through black bedrooms.10  

The expansion of the interstate network is just one example of the ways in which what we 

do with space matters normatively, and in turn of why what we do normatively matters because 

of what we do with space. Normative beliefs and expectations are central to what we do together 

because they structure the form and substance of such interactions. Here I am suggesting that the 

shape of our social practices is spatially molded, because we are spatial creatures and what we do 

 
8 The Interstate 980 is the example most commonly discussed in the literature. The I-980 was added to the state 

highway system in 1947, but construction did not begin until the 1960s and the project was not completed until 

1985. The short 2-mile freeway bisects downtown Oakland and separates the Broadway and Telegraph corridors 

from the overwhelmingly Black and working-class neighborhoods of West Oakland. Among both policy makers and 

grassroots activists, the interstate has long been criticized for ruining West Oakland and sending the historic 

neighborhood into decades of economic and social declines. As I write, many city officials expect that I-980 would 

be removed once President Biden’s $2.3 trillion infrastructure bill clears the Congress.   
9 What I have in mind here is the Interstate 170, which is famously known among residents of Baltimore and the 

broader Maryland area as Highway to Nowhere, which displaced many Black Americans in established vibrant 

communities of Rosemont, Harlem Part, and Sharp Leadenhall.  
10 Unclear where the saying officially originated, but its earliest usage in print dates to an article in The New York 

Times from December 31, 1967 (B. Drummond Ayres 1967). 
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together always takes place in space. Highway construction is a powerful example of how such 

social enforcement unfolds geographically and spatially, but we can think of other similar 

examples. Border walls can enforce divisions of ethnicity and nationality; neighborhood design 

can engender discriminatory housing practices; infrastructural negligence can entrench class 

hostilities; broken windows can result in racialized policing, and so on. In similar fashion, but on 

the brighter side of things, creating spaces that promote ease of movement and free contact can 

inspire attitudes of respect, hospitality, and inclusion. Likewise, many recent studies have 

consistently demonstrated that interacting with nature improves cognition and affect for 

individuals with depression; a fact that many of us have come to personally appreciate 

throughout this new era of repeated lockdowns and mandated social distancing.11 In line with 

such findings, many researchers today argue that city planners should incorporate urban greening 

into their proposals of redevelopment.  

In both their awful and optimistic diversity, then, what these examples uniformly 

demonstrate is that much of what we do, and our understanding of how we believe we should do 

things, are thoroughly mediated through our relationship to space. Put differently, our 

relationship to space deeply influences how we normatively organize our personal and 

interpersonal practices. In this sense, space is not merely involved in normative practice as a 

physical given. Rather, space encompasses and gives shape to all that we do. In turn, we 

manipulate space to make room for what we do, and whom we include in what we do is 

adjudicated through how we regulate this relationship to space.   

 
11 See, for instance, Berman et al. “Interacting with nature improves cognition and affect for individuals with 

depression” in Journal of Affective Disorders (Berman, et al. 2012). In fascinating study of the associations between 

greenspace metrics and health, Kardan et al. focused on particular urban population centers in Toronto, Canada and 

found that people who live in neighborhoods with a higher density of trees report significantly higher health 

perceptions (Kardan, et al. 2015).   
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In fact, I contend that these considerations about space, and in particular about which 

groups belong in our space, fundamentally inform our judgments of in-group and out-group 

relations. Much of what we do daily and socially is organized around judgements about who 

belongs in the same spaces that we occupy—alongside us, in our midst, and within our ways of 

life. Thus construed, social norms have a spatial significance that goes beyond how they are 

devised and enforced in everyday spaces of shared living. As I see it, the design and enforcement 

of social norms, or norming to use the language of Mills, is fundamentally achieved through 

spatial development and patternization—a demarcation of those on the inside from those on the 

outside; those at the center from those at the periphery; and those whose rights the norms are 

intended to safeguard from those who are not normatively accounted for.12 Practices of social 

norming are deeply grounded in the structure of space, fundamentally developed and enforced 

through space, and metaphysically reliant on the structures of the world around us. Furthermore, 

these practices acquire the salience and significance that they represent in daily social life 

because we, qua persons, are always concretely tethered to space. As such, the normative 

structure of social practice must always be analyzed and understood from within the actual 

spaces where norms are constructed and enforced.13 To demonstrate what I mean, we could 

apply this spatial schema to understanding the relationship between ideology and agency.  

Rahel Jaeggi (2009) argues that ideologies are sets of ideas that mediate our relationship 

with the world in problematic ways. Thus, under the influence of ideologies, we may organize 

social life in ways that are discriminatory and oppressive, but such features of our collective 

 
12 Again, I will come back to this point in my discussion of the carceral geography in Chapter 4. American prisons, 

in their modern-day function, are not merely tools of criminal deterrence. Rather, as Ruth Gilmore and others have 

argued, they were often intended as a spatial fix for the economic and social ills that neo-liberalism unleashed on the 

American populace.   
13 Along these lines, the architectural theorist David Seamon has explored concepts like “place-ballets” (1980), 

“space syntax,” and “place interactions” (2012), where everyday practice fundamentally involves an exchange 

between agents, their embodiment, and the material environs where their various doings transpire.  
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practices would not register as problematic to us. For Jaeggi, this is because ideologies 

“constitute our relation to the world and thus determine the horizons of our interpretation of the 

world…the framework in which we understand both ourselves and the social conditions, and also 

the way we operate within these conditions” (2009, 64). However, our social conditions and 

practices are not organized merely around propositional states like beliefs and attitudes. Rather, 

as it has been argued here, such attitudes and beliefs are secondarily formed in accordance with 

how we immediately inhabit and relate to space, especially to others in space, and the ways in 

which rules of shared life are built into these spatially significant relations. In this vein, when 

ideologies infect our social milieu, they do not do so merely on psychological and 

epistemological levels. The common refrain of this chapter has been that we are embedded 

creatures bound by our situation in a material world. As such, when ideologies intrude into our 

collective practices, they do so materially and through our immediate relations to each other. 

Alongside Kukla (2018) in particular, I maintain that ideologies are not merely clusters of 

abstract entities, such as beliefs, attitudes, ideas, and affective dispositions. At least this is not 

how they are daily encountered by situated creatures like us. Rather, they most immediately 

manifest themselves in the spatial and material configurations of the world and its objects—

through seemingly mundane and concrete gestures like how we talk, where we shop, how we 

dress, where we go to school, where we live, how and what media we consume, and so on.  

As such, when we think about the regulatory pragmatics of exclusionary and oppressive 

practices, we should pay critical attention to how problematic attitudes and judgements, about 

who belongs where, are enforced in and through space. Nowhere, perhaps, is this observation 

more colorfully captured than in Lillian Smith’s (1949) analysis of the social underpinnings of 
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Jim Crow segregation in the American South. Reflecting on the everyday nature of such racist 

practices, Smith writes:  

Every little southern town is a fine stage-set for Southern Tradition to use as it teaches its 

children the twisting and turning dance of segregation. Few words are needed for there 

are signs everywhere. White…colored…white…colored…over doors of railroad and bus 

stations, over doors of public toilets, over doors of theaters, over drinking fountains […] 

 

There are signs without words: big white church on Main Street, little unpainted colored 

church on the rim of town; big white school, little ramshackly colored school; big white 

house, little unpainted cabins; white graveyard with marble shafts, colored graveyard 

with mounds of dirt. And there are the invisible lines that turn and bend and cut the town 

into segments. Invisible, but electrically charged with taboo. Places you go. Places you 

don’t go. White town, colored town; white streets, colored streets; front door, back door. 

Places you sit. Places you cannot sit […] 

 

Southern Tradition taught us well; we learned out way of life by doing. You never 

considered arguing with teacher, because you could not see her. You only felt the iron 

grip of her hand and knew you must go where all the other children were going. And you 

learned never, never, to get out of step, for this was a precision dance which you must do 

with accuracy. (1949, 94-96) 

 

In Smith’s recollections of her childhood memories, there was no need to argue with someone 

about where white children (and subsequently adults) belonged, and conversely where Black 

townsfolk did not. As she articulates the point, such understanding was concretely and materially 

felt, environmentally impressed on children from earliest stages of their socialization. Such 

forms of spatial ideological enforcement, in this sense, rendered unnecessary intellectualized 

debate—you did not have to argue with the “teacher” that taught the “twisting and turning dance 

of segregation,” as Smith puts it. The signs posted over doorways and water fountains, the 

infrastructure of homes and churches, and the very movement of people clearly delineated the 

spaces that whites and Blacks respectively could occupy.  

I will come back to this point about the materiality of ideological socialization in 

subsequent chapters, but for now what should be repeatedly emphasized is the following. Not 

only are social practices and norms spatially significant, which they demonstrably are, especially 

in terms of how they structure the relations of different groups in different places; but such 
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practices are in many instances structurally meaningful only in reference to the spaces and 

landscapes where they emerge and evolve. Historical analyses of racial segregation, and the suite 

of spatial and ecological practices through which racialized ideologies were daily enforced, 

powerfully demonstrate this fact.  

But space and geography can be normatively significant in other ways, as well. For 

example, physical landscapes can store and signify memories of ethnic cruelty, histories of 

domination and displacement, and sites of violent strife and struggle. In addition, such 

symbolism, saturated with geographic and spatial meaning, can profoundly influence the 

construction of social identities. The work of Black geographer Katharine McKittrick is here 

notable. McKittrick (2006) has recently argued that Black geographies mark the landscapes and 

spatial territories that feature prominently in the development and configurations of Black 

diasporic identities. As she puts this point, “Black matters are spatial matters,” because “space 

and place give Black lives meaning in a world that has, for the most part, incorrectly deemed 

Black populations and their attendant geographies as ‘ungeographic’ and/or philosophically 

undeveloped” (Ibid, xiii). For McKittrick, systems of social and racial oppression are not simply 

grounded in abstractly defined prejudices. Rather, such ideologies fundamentally rely on “spatial 

acts” that distinguish “geographic experiences and knowledges as they are made possible 

through domination” (Ibid, xviii). In her analysis, McKittrick specifically focuses on the history 

of transatlantic slavery to demonstrate how Black women are both shaped by and challenge 

traditional geographic arrangements:  

Geographically, the category of “Black woman” evidenced human/inhuman and 

masculine/feminine racial organization. The classification of Black femininity was 

therefore also a process of placing her within the broader system of servitude—as an 

inhuman racial-sexual worker, as an objectified body, as a site through which sex, 
violence, and reproduction can be imagined and enacted, and as captive human. Her 

classificatory racial-sexual body, then, determined her whereabouts in relation to her 

humanity. (Ibid, xvii)  
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On this view, geographies of transatlantic slavery, situated at the level of material and 

experiential concreteness, operated through spatializing domination under bondage—the slave 

ship, the slave auction block, slave coffles, the garrets and crawl spaces where fugitive slaves 

hid, the plantation, and so on. For Black women, in particular, this legacy of captivity and 

ownership illustrates how the body is inextricably geographic, and also how geography is 

embodied, insofar as the history of Black diaspora is one of geographic isolation and domination 

through marking, territorializing, and claiming the reproductive and sexual body. As McKittrick 

puts it:  

Ownership of Black women during transatlantic slavery was a spatialized, gendered, 

often public, violence; the Black female body was viewed as naturally submissive, 

sexually available, public, reproductive technology. The owned and captive body was 

thus most profitable if it was considered to be a healthy, working, licentious, reproductive 

body. These characteristics were considered measurable and quantifiable, seeable sites of 

wealth, sexuality, and punishment. (Ibid, 44) 

 

Along these lines, McKittrick reconceptualizes Black womanhood as a social category intimately 

connected with past and present spatial organizations of Black life, arguing that Black femininity 

and Black women’s very humanity are bound up in an ongoing geographic struggle that seeks to 

contest and rearrange hierarchies of belonging.  

Now, I opened this chapter by alluding to some of the challenges that people of color 

daily encounter in navigating space. When we walk around in space and ordinarily interact with 

one another, many of us are keenly cognizant of the ways in which we must move our bodies to 

“allow white people access in spaces” (Drake, 2018). In daily contexts, people of color are 

expected to just acquiesce to such demands of spatial monopoly and cede space accordingly. We 

are expected to step aside to allow white pedestrians get by, to cross the street at night when they 

approach us, to be minimally visible in many of the places where they commonly traffic, and so 

on. On my view, however, such considerations about how we relate to space importantly track 
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broader normative considerations about how we should and should not treat one another, or at 

least the mainstream perceptions of how such norms should be enforced. Our social practices are 

devised structurally around considerations about what we should or should not do in various 

material contexts. Thus, any in-depth philosophical analysis of the normative structure of social 

practice and agency should interrogate the ways our most basic interactions and movements in 

shared space could enforce problematic modes of existing alongside one another. Moreover, such 

considerations raise important queries about the nature of justice and injustice, by drawing 

attention to the ways that seemingly mundane, everyday practices are embedded in historical and 

cultural landscapes that produce and reproduce various forms of marginalization and oppression.  

In the brief remainder of this chapter, I want to discuss this point and put forth the claim 

that oppressive ways of life are embedded in spatialities that ground and uphold material cultures 

of injustice. This is a point that I will sharpen in discussions of culture and cultural agency in 

later chapters, but it is one whose broad contours are worth delineating here.  

4. Normative Geographies 

 

Drake’s challenge of “holding your space” could be interpreted as a microcosmic attempt 

at challenging the logic of what Ruth Wilson Gilmore has called “displacements of difference” 

(2002). For Gilmore, a displacement of difference occurs when strategic arrangements of space 

create political distance between those with and without access to power. In turn, such distances 

result in practices that entrench and deepen already extant forms of injustice, thereby aggravating 

our biases about which groups belong among us, in our spaces, and which do not. We can think 

of examples from everyday contexts, where systemic forms of injustice rely on social and spatial 

arrangements that displace and uproot difference, and where such forms of spatial displacement 

are ideologically naturalized as unproblematic. Gilmore’s own work, which I will come back to 
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in Chapter 4, focuses on the decades-long program of penal expansion in the United States, 

where prisons became our go-to “geographical solutions to [recurring] social and economic 

crises” (Ibid, 16). But we can think of other practices, such as housing discrimination and 

redlining, where entire neighborhoods are cordoned off to Black ownership as a means of 

spatially restricting Black mobility and geographically containing and isolating Black 

communities in their appropriately deemed places—practices that were not restrict to individual 

and one-off interactions but enforced systematically and at the level of institutional policy 

management.   

Between 1935 and 1940, in particular, government-sponsored agencies like the Home 

Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) relied on actual maps of various neighborhoods to 

systematically isolate Black Americans in dilapidated and under-invested localities. In fact, 

HOLC went as far as recruiting mortgage lenders, developers, and real-estate appraisers in more 

than 250 cities to produce “residential security” maps, with spatial and color schematizations for 

mortgage risk management. As the architects of the recent Mapping Inequality project have 

pointed out, such forms of documentation account for nearly a century of housing practice in the 

American context, whose enduring effects continue to affect both policy and the realities of daily 

Black life.14 The down- and up-stream effects of these maps remain to be fully investigated and 

analyzed, as they are continually collated and documented into the archives of various projects 

across different American cities. As I see them, however, these maps are illustrative of what I 

will refer to as normative geographies. This concept encapsulates the idea that space, place, and 

location are not mere givens in the organization of social practice. Rather, the material and 

 
14 This project, called Mapping Inequality: Redlining in New Deal America (Nelson, Madron and Ayers 2017), 

archives HOLC documents that were employed to maintain racial segregation through assigning mortgage security 

rankings to different neighborhoods in over two hundred cities.  
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geographic contexts of our practices feature centrally in how we think about who we are, what 

we can do, and how we organize and structure our collective ways of life. Along these lines, I 

contend that displacements of difference, vis-à-vis Gilmore, are fundamentally enforced through 

manipulating and altering normative geographies, where those deemed different are quite 

literally pushed to the margins (or altogether outside) of the spaces of normative agency. Such 

practices, in other words, are systematically enforced through alterations of space, changes that 

in turn have material normative implications. Of course, I do not deny that individual beliefs and 

attitudes partially inform what we do in these contexts. But displacements of difference, which 

bring about persistent material injustices expressed through institutionalized practices of racism, 

do not originate out of individually problematic beliefs aggregating overtime to engender 

systemic forms of marginalization and exclusion. Rather, I view such forms of displacement and 

dislocation as fundamentally material and geographic in nature, where ideological configurations 

of social practice simultaneously result from and enforce distorted collective judgments of “how 

people fit into and make places in the world” (Gilmore 2002).  

Much of what we do together and normatively takes place in space, which is delimited 

geographically. For example, if I require assistance moving furniture, I could ask a friend to help 

me at a particular time and place. If I need to catch up with old pals over drinks, I will propose 

that we meet somewhere to see what we respectively have been up to. If I feel that my neighbors 

are inconsiderate jerks, I might consider moving out of the community. If I sense hostility in a 

particular place, I will seek to avoid that place in the future. If I find myself in a new city, I will 

rely on the help of strangers and maps to orient myself in my unfamiliar surroundings, and so on. 

In short, space and our situation in space are integral to how we conceptualize not only our own 

identities, but also how we relate to others and how we conceptualize such forms of relatedness. 
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Furthermore, it is only within such spatially delimited interactions that we come to associate 

normative significance with different arrangements of social practice. Thus, something that we 

deem normatively distasteful, insofar as we believe it does not reflect how things ought to be, we 

find out of character and out of place, nudging and admonishing one another to behave 

differently in public. Conversely, something that we want to normatively promote, insofar as we 

believe it reflects how things ought to be, we want to put on popular display in public spaces. On 

my view, this is because the structure of social practice fundamentally presupposes and is 

predicated on the intimate relationships that people have with where they are—those space 

within which the design of our normative practice and our agencies take shape.  

However, none of this is to suggest that the material form of space wholly determines the 

normative structure of our practices against our choices and actions. This is the view that Kukla 

(forthcoming) refers to as spatial determinism, which they contrast with spatial voluntarism, or 

the view that our choices wholly shape the material form of the spaces we are in in accordance 

with preconceived normative commitments. My conception of normative geography incorporates 

some aspects of both spatial determinism and voluntarism, but centrally emphasizes a co-

constitutive interconnection of persons, social practice, and space. Normative geographies, in 

this sense, conceptually encapsulate the unified package of persons, norms, and social space, 

without one of which the package would be incomplete. As I conceptualize normative 

geographies, they mark the boundaries of all those spaces where normative engagements take 

place—the boundaries of almost all that we do, in other words.15 They are (mostly) material sites 

 
15 A note about terminology. I have chosen the language of ‘geography’—instead of say ‘materiality’ or 

‘spatiality’—in the spirit of the usage that this term receives in Katherine McKittrick’s work, where geography 

encompasses “space, place, and location in their physical materiality and imaginative configurations” (2006, xx). 

But normative geographies are not merely markers of space and place. They are also markers of what is normatively 

feasible and permissible within such spaces, insofar as our normative practices have to fundamentally respond to the 

ways in which the material world is structured. 
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where we adopt different postures for doing things and get to experiment with different agential 

possibilities for realizing individual and shared goals. In much the same way that Nguyen thinks 

of games as libraries of agency, I conceptualize normative geographies as repositories of varying 

arrangements of cultural practice and social agency.  

Lakes, river channels, seas, oceans, hills, mountains, forests, deserts, glaciers, beaches, 

fjords, homes, neighborhoods, villages, towns, cities, states, walls, borders, prisons, hospitals, 

schools, military bases, and countless other variations of urban, architectural and land forms, 

both naturally given and artificially produced, constitute and compose normative geographies. 

Normative geographies represent spaces of social freedom and oppression, movement and stasis, 

production and destruction, growth and decay, and perhaps most importantly, life and death. 

Normative geographies can be both abstract and concrete, actual and imagined, accessible and 

unreachable, gendered, racialized, sexually prohibitive, sites of justice and injustice, and 

explored or unknown. In whatever form they are encountered and envisioned, however, 

normative geographies are definitionally spatialized, because they delineate the geographies and 

spaces that contain normative possibilities—distinguishable possibilities for how we devise the 

rules and norms of shared practice. In this way, normative geographies could be identified with 

something like what Neil Smith has called “deep space,” whose configurations comprise “the 

relativity of terrestrial space, the space of everyday life in all its scales from the global to the 

local and the architectural in which […] different layers of life and social landscape are 

sedimented onto and into each other” (2010, p. 214). For Smith, deep space is quintessentially 

social, and its operations and productions are “crushingly real” (Ibid). But the space of the social 

is the space of the normative, on my view, and the crushing realness of deep space registers as 
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such insofar as we, qua social and normative agents, are situated in space and could get crushed 

by the weight of what spatially and geographically surrounds us.  

We are normative creatures insofar as we are creatures of the social environs we are 

thrust into and inhabit. But these sites of social life are of apiece with the material world around 

us—with the ground we occupy beneath our feet; with the ways we engage with the natural and 

artificial features of the spaces that we occupy; with the ways these spaces are produced and 

configured; and the ways they produce and configure us. We are material beings, creatures 

whose agency is molded, shaped, and enacted in the material world. And the material world is a 

place that is spatially configured, both naturally and artificially, and these configurations bear 

structurally on the nature of who we are and what we do together. For Marxist theorists like 

Smith, the distributional arrangement of persons in space is determined on the basis of proximity 

and access to economic capital. In these spaces, the wealthy and the powerful tend to have a 

monopoly on movement, both literal and economic, whereas the poor and the disadvantaged are 

relegated to zones of restricted action and interaction, places like the ghetto in the United States, 

the favela in Brazil, and the banlieue in France. Naturally, within the context of globalization the 

forms of access that distinguish social actors into the powerful and the powerless do not always 

correspond to physical measurements of proximity. For example, the uber wealthy in the United 

States have quite a lot in common with their counterparts in Europe, living thousands of miles 

away, and almost nothing in common with those sleeping on the streets of their cities. And the 

opposite, likewise, holds for those dwelling in the working-class banlieue of France and the poor 

Americans perishing in the dilapidated and ghettoized landscapes of the United States. But even 

in these contexts, the operation of social and material power has a deeply spatial logic, insofar as 

power can only be exercised within spaces where its authority is recognized. Accumulation of 



 
 

40 
 

capital and power thus demand the expansion of space for some people, and the narrowing and 

limiting of space for others. As Karl Marx poignantly put the point in Das Kapital, arrogation of 

economic capital is correlated with particular practices of uneven spatial development:  

Every unprejudiced observer sees that the greater centralization of the means of 

production, the greater is the corresponding heaping together of the laborer, within a 

given space; that therefore the swifter capitalistic accumulation, the more miserable are 

the dwellings of the working people. (1887/1967, 458) 
 

Extending such insights, Smith claims that this centralization of capital finds its most 

pronounced spatial expression in city development, where configurations of social space bring 

about a demarcation of the spaces of economic activity from living space—the former represents 

the spaces of production, whereas the latter is the space of reproduction that socially sustains the 

former.  

 In the coming chapters, I will return to this account offered by Smith and discuss its 

implications for understanding the spatial realignments that gave rise to a program like mass 

incarceration. For now, however, I want to conclude my discussion by emphasizing the 

fundamental and dynamic interplay of space and social agency.  

Recall I opened this chapter by highlighting the centrality of our relationship to space in 

our relationships with one another. Much of what do daily and in terms of how we interact 

socially is mediated through considerations about whether those with whom we interact belong 

amongst us, in spaces we inhabit. Sometimes we enforce these considerations flexibly; in others 

we are keen on stringently policing and regulating all movement and production in the spaces of 

shared life. For example, many of us might respect the Muslim right to prayer. We even may 

have Muslim friends and family, but a Muslim Community Center in Lower Manhattan could 

radically transform our feelings about Muslim ways of life, as was the case for nearly two-thirds 

of New York City residents in 2010. In such contexts, though, when social critics discuss 
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ideology, they often discuss ideas and interpretive frameworks. But as was the case with 

Cordoba House, or what became known nationally as the “Ground Zero Mosque,” ideological 

confrontations often have observably spatial significances. Lest I begin to sound repetitive, this 

is because all that we do together takes place in space, and when we feel threatened by other 

persons or groups, we feel threatened insofar as we now feel disoriented, ungrounded, and 

unmoored. And when someone does attack or assault us, we claim that they infringed and 

encroached on our space, or that they violated the right to securely inhabit such spaces. In this 

sense, so much of our thinking about who we are, and what we do together, is thoroughly space-

oriented.  

On my view, which I have begun articulating in this chapter, this is because the structures 

of what we do normatively and socially metaphysically overlap, in many significant regards, 

with the spatial ordering of the material world around us. We are the kind of creatures whose 

practices are socially and culturally organized. More importantly, what we do together daily and 

in social practice reflects how we think we should do things together. We believe that we should 

not litter, for example; that multi-storied buildings should be universally accessible; that 

neighbors should respect our privacy; that we should not disrespect the elderly; and that wanton 

cruelty should be sanctioned and punished. Some of these norms are stringently enforced, 

whereas others allow for leeway and latitude. We enforce some of them in some places and 

others in different ones. In any case, what is obvious is that we can only engage in socially 

normative practice within space, and the configuration of space is always presupposed in how we 

structure these practices. Space and geography, in other words, undergird, constitute, and suffuse 

all that we do.   
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CHAPTER 2. CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY AND GEOGRAPHIC CULTURES 

 
We […] say of some people that they are transparent to us. It is, however, important as 

regards observation that one human being can be a complete enigma to another. We learn 

this when we come into a strange country with entirely strange traditions; and, what is 

more, even given a master of the country’s language. We do not understand the people. 

(And not because of not knowing what they are saying to themselves.) We cannot find 

our feet with them. 

— Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology 

 

1. Introduction 

 

 Talk of culture is ubiquitous. All around us, people talk about topics like “high culture,” 

“culture wars,” “culture shock,” “popular culture,” and “cultural relativism,” among other forms 

of culture-themed discourse. But what is culture, and to what exactly are we referring when we 

talk about culture? Are we merely talking about ideas, beliefs, values, and systems of knowledge, 

which in their totality constitute the cultural scripts that inform the basis of social action? Or 

alternatively, are we referring to a system of meanings expressed through things like clothing, 

architecture, art, cuisine, text, and other such material objects that populate daily life? As the 

cultural theorist and critic Raymond Williams once put it, “culture is one of the two or three most 

complicated words in the English language” (1976, 87). In this chapter, I will examine some of 

the theoretical complexities that beset attempts at conceptualizing and articulating a coherent 

ontological account of culture.  

 The view that I defend here entails that cultures are materially constituted and often have 

geographically defined borders. As I will argue, our relationship to culture is both internally 

(cognitively) and externally (materially) mediated. That said, the ways in which persons interact 

with the material world around them plays a centrally constitutive role in shaping the ontology of 

culture. But the material world is the world of spatial designations and geographic boundaries, 
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insofar as much of what we do is spatially and geographically delimited.16 Accordingly, the view 

of culture that I defend anchors the ontological underpinnings of culture in the spatiality and 

geography of the material world, its various normatively circumscribed spaces and landscapes, 

and the movements of persons within and across these spaces. I will refer to this view as the 

geomaterial conception of culture, which I articulate and outline in contrast to the more 

prominent semiotic accounts that to this day inform much of the mainstream theorizing about 

culture.  

In line with this materialist conception, I will also argue that debates about cultural 

identity are not arguments about the meaning of abstract symbolism. Rather, on the view that I 

propose, disputes about identity are disagreements “over real spaces, over landscapes, over the 

social relations that define the places in which we and others live” (Mitchell 2000, 5-6). Put 

differently, I argue that questions about the ontology of culture, and cultural interpretation, at a 

fundamental level of philosophical theorizing, are inquiries into the nature of our relationship 

with actual space, and the ways we collectively relate to shared spaces, manipulate and position 

ourselves within them, and demarcate their boundaries. In Chapter 4, I explore the upshot of this 

claim for the ways various forms of oppression develop out of interactions between persons, 

culture, and space, especially in the context of an accelerated expansion of the penal system in 

the United States.  

Section 2 motivates my analysis by offering a discussion of Clifford Geertz’s semiotic 

conception of culture, in particular his claim that culture is ‘text’ and anthropology is ‘reading’ 

 
16 In their notes on an earlier draft of this chapter, Quill Kukla raised the important question of whether my material 

account also applies to internet culture, such as the culture of Twitter? I am generally inclined to think that it does. 

In a trivial sense, the infrastructure of the internet is fundamentally material, and this physical substratum enables all 

that we encounter on the web. But more interesting and relevant to my account are the ways in which access to the 

resources that this technology affords is constrained in various parts of the world. These differentials of access, in 

my view, are geomaterial limitations that both shape and are shaped by cultural practices that, in turn, produce and 

reproduce such restrictions on access.  
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and ‘interpretation’. Section 3 challenges and expands on this account of symbolic and 

interpretative anthropology by situating both cultural texts and practices of cultural reading 

within material and embodied practices that take place in the real world. Section 4 extends this 

analysis to develop an account of culture that emphasizes its material and geographic 

underpinnings.   

2. Webs of Meaning  

 

At the 1992 Republican National Convention in Houston, the conservative commentator 

Patrick Buchanan popularly introduced the notion of ‘culture wars’ into the American political 

consciousness. During the Republican primaries, Buchanan (1992) had mounted a challenge to 

the presidency of George H.W. Bush, building a movement that relied primarily on the 

frustrations of poor and white working-class Americans. Foreshadowing the present-day 

resurgence of right-wing populism, Buchanan would urge a “new nationalism” during his 

campaign and call for the formation of “Buchanan Brigades,” which he would subsequently task 

with protecting and centering the needs of “forgotten Americans” (1992). Unmistakably, this 

language prefigured the rise of extremist populism on the right decades later, but this is not what 

I want to focus on here.  

 Buchanan’s campaign to unseat Bush was ultimately an unsuccessful one. Nonetheless, 

the ideas of his campaign made an indelible mark on the thinking and discourse of institutional 

Republicanism, not to mention the broader political trends of the following decades. During the 

convention in Houston, Buchanan would appeal to his base of nearly 3 million voters to rise up 

in support of Republican ideals. As he would memorably put it at the time, Americans were no 

longer just participating in an election with an invariable win-lose outcome. Rather, Americans 
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were now fighting a war on the inside, a spiritual battle with cultural implications, and it was 

imperative that the Republican Party emerged triumphantly. In his words, specifically: 

[T]his election is about more than who gets what. It is about who we are. It is about what 

we believe, and what we stand for as Americans. There is a religious war going on in this 

country. It is a cultural war, as critical to the kind of nation we shall be as was the Cold 

War itself, for this war is for the soul of America. And in that struggle for the soul of 

America, Clinton & Clinton [sic] are on the other side, and George Bush is on our side. 

And so, to the Buchanan Brigades out there, we have to come home and stand beside 

George Bush. (Ibid, italics mine) 

 

Of course, Bush eventually lost the election to Bill Clinton. But despite such political setbacks, 

the Republican culture wars would continue for years to come, completely altering the landscape 

of American politics and ultimately resulting in the shocking election of Donald Trump in 

2016.17 The culture wars had never ended, it would thus appear, and Trump’s ideological and 

political ascendance was proof that Buchanan’s soldiers had not waged their supposed culture 

war in vain.  

 But what really is a culture war? Many of us likely know what wars are, or at least could 

abstractly describe what engaging in acts of war typically entail. Whatever a culture war is, 

however, it would be hyperbolic to suggest that the kind of warring that conservative 

commentators have in mind is analogous to, for example, the war in Iraq. Culture wars are 

presumably something different, insofar as the kinds of confrontations or struggles that they 

demand are not akin to live-fire combat, nor are they supposed to result in the large-scale death 

and destruction that actual acts of war often do. To make clearer sense of the nature of such 

conflicts, then, I propose that we first develop an account of culture and cultural practice, which 

 
17 In January 2016, in fact, Buchanan referred to Donald Trump as the “future of the Republican Party” (Cillizza 

2016). 



 
 

46 
 

we could subsequently draw on to better understand what changing cultural mores and ideals 

would exactly entail.   

Buchanan’s speech is a rather helpful place to start. After all, in his address to the 

Republican Convention he had compared a ‘cultural war’ to something like the Cold War, an 

event that had taken place in the real world and involved the efforts of real people. For 

Buchanan, however, the culture war was ultimately a spiritual battle for the soul of America, 

prefiguring the same locutions being used time and again in the later decades of American 

political discourse. That said, Buchanan knew exactly what waging a culture war entailed. As he 

would elaborate in his speech, the soul of America, the same one that Republicans urgently 

needed to redeem, fundamentally encapsulated a set of ideas and meanings that had to be 

protected through concrete policy actions—overturning Roe v. Wade and thereby settling the 

abortion debate once and for all; appointing conservative judges to the Supreme Court; denying 

gay and lesbian couples legal status; protecting religious indoctrination in school curricula, and 

other similarly concrete forms of pushback on a purportedly pernicious liberal agenda. Thus, the 

culture war that Buchanan was urging his so-called brigades to wage was, at a fundamental level, 

a call for concrete and organized retaliation against the ways that liberals were ostensibly 

distorting what it means to be an American.  

Among theorists of culture, the conception of culture that emphasizes cultural meanings 

and values is what Geertz famously referred to as the semiotic account of culture (Geertz 1973, 

5). It is not very likely that Buchanan was familiar with such canonical texts in the history of 

cultural anthropology. Nonetheless, his provocation that Republicans needed to reclaim the 

meaning of what it means to be an American invoked a quasi-semiotic understanding of culture 

that occupies a place of theoretical prominence in the thinking of many cultural anthropologists. 
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Buchanan’s own view of culture was not a purely semiotic one, it bears mention, insofar as his 

emphasis on the differences of the American heartland from liberal coastal elites inherently 

pointed to differences in geographic and spatial identity. I will come back to this point when I 

develop my critique of the semiotic account. First, however, let me disambiguate the different 

senses that talk of culture can assume, both among academic and non-academic interlocutors.  

In his “The Concept(s) of Culture,” William Sewell offers a helpful taxonomy of the 

ways in which culture-talk is often invoked. First, there are the academics and theorists who 

usually deploy talk of culture to point to the theoretical understructures of social life. To refer to 

something as ‘cultural’ in this sense is to mark out the abstract, enabling conditions of social life 

“for a particular style or styles of analysis—for example, structuralism, ethnoscience, 

componential analysis, deconstruction, or hermeneutics.” (Sewell 1999, 39). In this register, 

culture is typically treated as a sui generis and immaterial entity, something that somehow 

operates independently of the concrete beliefs and practices that compose and constitute 

everyday life. This sense of culture, thus characterized, is distinct from the everyday discourse 

that surrounds culture, where people typically refer to ‘culture’ not as a singular theoretical 

construct, but rather as it plurally and multifariously manifests itself in concrete bodies of beliefs 

and practices, across different populations, in different times and places, and so on. In this more 

familiar tenor, when we talk about the cultures of the American South, for instance, the notion of 

culture we have in mind encompasses and refers to the everyday material practices of a particular 

group of people, as these groups could be distinguished in virtue of their beliefs, practices, and 

communal ways of life. But again, this is not what many scholars of culture have in mind when 

they refer to culture as a system of meanings and semiotic relationships (Geertz 1973), or culture 

as supra-individually and schematically organized at the level of social cognition and narrative 
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group memory (DiMaggio 1997). At this higher level of metaphysical analysis, scholars of 

culture claim to have something theoretically more refined in mind than just bodies of beliefs 

assorted into material practices of different groups. Purportedly, such analyses aim to uncover 

the structures of meaning against which our everyday practices are developed, or the shared 

schemata and maps that define the conceptual scaffolding of social sense-making and shared 

behavior.  

In Sewell’s proposed taxonomy, such conceptions of ‘culture’ belong in the first tier of 

culture-talk mentioned above as an abstract category of social life—as something that bears on 

the ordinary practices of social living insofar as it underlies such forms of life, but that does not 

itself reduce to the beliefs and practices that define social action and interaction. Included in this 

area of theoretical inquiry are accounts of culture as “learned behavior,” as an “institutional 

sphere devoted to the making of meaning,” as “creativity or agency,” as a “system [or systems] 

of symbols and meanings,” and as “practical activity” or “practice” (Sewell 1999, 44). Within 

this taxonomy of approaches to the ontology of culture, anthropologists and philosophers have 

traditionally been most interested in that class of analyses that identify and define cultural 

activity as a collective exercise of meaning-making, or as representing systems of interrelated 

symbols and meaning relations. In large part, such forms of theorizing about culture, where 

culture represents a system of symbols and meanings, owe their popularity to the work of 

anthropologists like Geertz (1973) and David Schneider (1976), whose views popularized an 

understanding of culture as coherent webs of meaning that deeply implicate everyday practices. 

In what follows, I will mainly focus on Geertz’s analysis of culture and cultural interpretation, 

since his work offers the clearest articulation of the semiotic conception. But it bears mentioning 
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that such meaning-centric approaches to the ontology of culture are routinely encountered in the 

works of many theorists of the same era and thereafter.    

Geertz first introduced his semiotic concept of culture, or the view of culture as webs of 

meanings, in an influential essay entitled “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of 

Culture” (Geertz 1973). To put things in historical context, it is worth pointing out that at the 

time of the essay’s publication, Geertz’s native field of anthropology was experiencing an 

identity crisis of sorts. In particular, many theorists of the era had begun to question the 

theoretical and political lineage of anthropological research and its methodological stability, 

proposing closer revaluations of the relationship between researchers, their subjects, and the 

embedded and lived context of inquiry. It is in this milieu of disciplinary upheavals that Geertz 

calls for a reformulation of the mission and object of anthropological research.  

Ostensibly, modern anthropologists are interested in the study of culture, or those 

historical ways of life, social legacies, and shared beliefs that give meaning to cultural relations 

and identities. For Geertz, the analysis of such meanings was the principal task of the 

anthropologist, insofar as culture represents a web within which shared meanings are developed 

and appealed to, and out of which they have to be extricated and rendered publicly accessible by 

the ethnographer. As Geertz famously articulated this basic view of culture:  

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he 

himself has spun, I take culture be to these webs, and the analysis of it therefore not an 

experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. It is 

explication I am after, construing social expressions on their surface enigmatical. (1973, 

3) 

 

In further explicating this semiotic account, where culture refers to webs of meaning and the 

relations thereof, Geertz draws on the work of Gilbert Ryle, and in particular on Ryle’s 

distinction between thin and thick interpretive descriptions. In Ryle’s analysis, there must be 

some descriptive difference between performing an action with an understanding of the practical 
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significance that the activity conveys, and identically doing that same thing in the absence of 

such practical knowledge or say with the intention to merely mimic the activity in question.18 

Consider the following example, which is Geertz’s own. Two friends of yours are winking at you 

simultaneously. Without you knowing as much, one of your friends is winking with the intention 

of doing so, and thereby seeking to communicate something that a wink would practically 

convey, whereas the other is experiencing a twitch of the eye. In this case and from your point of 

view, your friends are both producing the same gesture. In fact, if you were to photograph these 

two gestures and compare them side by side, you would not be able to differentiate the wink 

from the twitch—as far as you are concerned, both friends are winking.19  

  Interpretive analysis of these identical gestures, however, cannot merely rely on 

producing phenomenal descriptions. Rather, in a situation like this, to suitably distinguish the 

different kinds of actions before us, namely what is intended as a purposeful wink and what is an 

uncontrollable movement, we would need to uncover what Geertz calls the “structures of 

signification” that differentially bound a wink and a twitch (1973, 9). The point here is that, even 

though the movements of the eye are in each case identical, they should be interpretively 

distinguished in accordance with the different systems of inferences and implications that each 

act is concretely embedded in. In Ryle’s analysis, a thin description of these movements would 

merely draw attention to their phenomenal qualities or how they appear to an outside observer. A 

thick description, on the other hand, would seek to extract the structures of meaning in each act 

and explicate the intention and social import disguised behind two outwardly identical gestures.  

 
18 In “Thinking and Reflecting” the example that Ryle principally focuses on is that of the difference between 

thinking and reflecting, specifically in the context of a discussion of Rodin’s le Penseur and a tennis player (Ryle 

1968).  
19 If you are a Seinfeld enthusiast, you might be familiar with this example from the episode where Jerry accidentally 

squirts grapefruit juice into George’s eye, thereby inducing what becomes an uncontrollable twitch that Kramer and 

others start interpreting as a conspiratorial gesture.  
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  Drawing on Ryle’s account, Geertz similarly conceptualizes the primary object of 

ethnography as the project of producing thick descriptions that lie beneath the phenomenal 

appearances of cultural gestures—that is, of making explicit a latent grammar that weaves the 

meanings of ordinary gestures into elaborate webs of significance, wherein observably identical 

actions mean totally different things. Along these lines, Geertz defines the project of 

ethnography as one of rendering meaningful the expressions, gestures, and movements that we 

ordinarily exchange and encounter in social life. In his own formulation, specifically, Geertz 

writes: 

What the ethnographer is in fact faced with […] is a multiplicity of complex conceptual 

structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, which are at 

once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive somehow first to grasp 

and then to render […] Doing ethnography is like trying to read (in the sense of 

“construct a reading of”) a manuscript—foreign, faded, full of eclipses, incoherencies, 

suspicious emendations, and tendentious commentaries, but written not in 

conventionalized graphs of sound but in transient examples of shaped behavior. (Ibid, 10)  

 

In short, culture is a text or a manuscript for Geertz. Much in the same way that reading a text 

and comprehending what it says demand interpretive literacy in the language of that text, 

deconstructing the text of culture requires comprehending the conceptual symbolism 

incorporated and contained therein. To intelligibly read and comprehend a text one must 

demonstrate familiarity in deciphering the language that the text is composed in. At a minimum, 

this kind of comprehension entails familiarity with the syntax (rules) and semantics (meanings) 

of the language of composition. But this is not sufficient on its own, if in addition to 

comprehending a text, we are also interested in appreciating the social and pragmatic uptake that 

communicative acts produce. In a similar vein, to make sense of culture one has to demonstrate 

interpretive fluency with the meanings that various forms of cultural expression convey, and 

exhibit some degree of familiarity when it comes to navigating the so-called “pragmatic 
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typography” of cultural communication.20 I will come back to this point later, but for now it 

should be noted that linguistic interpretation, with which I am lumping here textual 

interpretation, is not merely an act of syntactic and semantic deconstruction. Rather, to 

understand what is inscribed on text, and to be able to produce thick descriptions of such 

inscriptions, we must be able to grasp the layers of meaning through which any act of 

communication acquires the pragmatic significance that it represents in various discursive 

interactions.  

  On Geertz’s view, culture ultimately represents such “socially established structures of 

meaning,” based on which we can tell the difference between a wink and a twitch (1973, 12). 

Thus, the job of the cultural anthropologist and the ethnographer is to locate what Geertz calls 

“the flow” of social discourse, as it circulates through different cultural structures of meaning, 

and to identify and transcribe this flow as accurately and accessibly as possible (1973, 22). In 

line with this analysis of cultural interpretation, Geertz conceptualizes the ontology of culture as 

primarily semiotic, in accordance with which he contends that cultural interpretation—the object 

of ethnography and anthropology, that is—refers to the ability to interpret the conceptual flows 

of meaning that lie behind the thick and enigmatic surface of everyday cultural expression. In 

their totality, the webs of meaning that such expressions are implicated within constitute a 

culture, and insofar as we are interested in the project of understanding what culture is, we must 

take up the task of interpreting thick meanings latent in cultural behavior and render those 

meanings accessible. The upshot of this semiotic account is as follows:  

 
20 I borrow this locution from Kukla and Lance (2009), where the pragmatic topography of speech acts refers to the 

normative terrain on which we engage in discursive and normative exchanges. As I will argue in this and following 

chapters, I interpret the pragmatic topography of the space of reasons very literally—as actual spaces wherein 

cultural and communicative acts have meaning, and where the material practices within which such acts take place 

are organized.  
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The culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, themselves ensembles, which the 

anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong 

[…] 

 

As in more familiar exercises in close reading, one can start anywhere in a culture’s 

repertoire of forms and end up anywhere else. One can stay, as I have here, within a 

single, more or less bounded form and circle steadily within in it. One can move between 

forms in search of broader unities or informing contrasts. One can even compare forms 

from different cultures to define their character in reciprocal relief. But whatever the level 

at which one operates, and however intricately, the guiding principle is the same: 

societies, like lives, contain their own interpretations. One has only to learn how to gain 

access to them. (Ibid, 473) 

 

Cultural knowledge, thus interpreted, is shared meaning that must be extricated from the 

conceptual schema that culture in its totality represents.21  

  On this semiotic account, cultural meanings are packed into abstracta like beliefs, 

intentions, and values, and are “inseparably connected with information” (Bohm 1989, 43; 

mentioned in Patterson 2014). While meaning can be represented in both internal propositional 

states and external structures, bits and pieces of information, which comprise particularly 

configured meanings, travel through conceptual pathways that are abstractly delineated in shared 

cognitive maps. Once information has spread far and wide through these pathways, it becomes 

public in shared convictions, customs, narratives, ideologies, metaphors, myths, and tropes, 

thereby getting stably embedded into social interactions between everyday agents. In turn, once 

meaning has acquired public dimensions and become cognitively accessible at the collective 

level, it assumes a cultural significance to which social actors can appeal in navigating individual 

and collective behavior. As different types of meaning and information gradually accumulate and 

stack, distinct ways of life spring into existence that incorporate such meanings into their 

identities. Across and over time, the material world itself is manipulated in accordance with 

 
21 To be fair, Geertz adamantly maintains that the cultural anthropologist has to situate the meaning of cultural 

expression in the concrete context where it is accessed. Nonetheless, the job of the anthropologist is to document 

meanings, insofar as culture is ultimately a conceptual web of significance.  
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those ways of life that both inform and are informed by the shaping and reshaping of cultural 

meanings. As cultures historically evolve, so do the meanings that articulate and determine their 

assorted ways of life—some are discarded, whereas others are merely adapted to reflect the 

vagaries of the changing epochs. And thus, progressively, culture becomes laden with historical 

narratives that attest to the cross-contextual stability of some meanings, and the volatility and 

historical frailty of others.  

  For Geertz, this is the conceptual landscape of meanings that the ethnographer steps 

onto—a landscape they have to painstakingly and gingerly traverse. It is a landscape whose 

borders are semiotically defined, informationally established, and made binding on the basis of 

historically contested meanings. And these borders represent the norms, customs, and beliefs that 

we ordinarily appeal to in distinguishing what it means to perform this action as opposed to 

another; what it means to wink, for instance, with the intention of doing so, as opposed to a mere 

twitch of the eye; what it means to roll one’s eyes; what it means to communicate approval 

through thumbs up or disapproval through menacing stares; what it means to express joy and 

happiness; what it means to love someone and how such affection is proclaimed; what it means 

to be a parent and properly execute the duties of one; what it means to treat others with kindness 

and respectfully; what it means to belong and not feel misplaced; and ultimately what it means to 

be a person and to be regarded as such by others. On Geertz’s view, culture is a repository of all 

such meanings, and the job of the anthropologist is to study the texts on which these meanings 

are inscribed, in order to make sense of the actions and activities that incorporate cultural 

meanings. In brief, culture is meaning all the way down, and a coherent ontological 

understanding of culture is upheld by the ways that we interact with and interpret such meanings.  
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3. Metaphors, Textual Stances, and Geographies of Cultural Interpretation 
 

  Metaphors are commonly deployed literary devices. We learn about their utility and 

ubiquity early on, and as we learn to participate in everyday discursive exchanges, we come to 

variously appreciate the creativity that is often displayed in the use of a metaphor. Rarely, 

however, do we reflect on how central metaphors are to the organization of daily thought and 

action—on the fact, namely, that even our most innocuous and mundane acts of perceiving, 

thinking, and doing draw on metaphors and are defined by metaphorical uses of various kinds. In 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s (1981/2003) memorable formulation, much of what we do 

together is a testament to the fact that “we live by metaphors” day in and day out.  

  But metaphors can come in good and bad varieties, and the associations that they 

inculcate in our thinking are not easy to dispel and dislocate. As philosophers, for example, the 

metaphorical association between argumentation and war is one that we familiarly (and perhaps 

even unconsciously) organize some of our philosophical activities around. Think of the talks that 

you attend during departmental colloquia. A presenter offers a series of arguments during the 

first half of these events, and subsequently the presentation is followed by an almost expected 

battle between the presenter and attendees. In fact, the more heated the exchange during Q&A 

the better, since watching people intellectually spar can be deeply bemusing and fruitful. 

Naturally, the metaphorical associations between argument and war are not unique to 

philosophers. As Lakoff and Johnson claim, it is hard to imagine a culture in which argument is 

not war, “where no one wins or loses, where there is no sense of attacking or defending, gaining 

or losing ground” (Ibid, 13). This is because the metaphor of argument as war serves an 

important organizing function in allowing us to meaningfully facilitate and make sense of what 

we ordinarily do in the name of arguing. We attack an interlocutor’s position and try to defend 
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our own; we plan and strategize about how to best carry out such attacks and effectively defend a 

line of thought; and we gain and lose ground according to how effectively we plan and anticipate 

attacks. The metaphor of war, in brief, deeply structures much of our thinking about arguing. If, 

on the other hand, we were to culturally revise our thinking about arguments, for example in 

terms of a dance-like performance, our relationship to the activity would also invariably and 

entirely change. In a culture where argument is commonly perceived as a delicate dance, many 

philosophers would be completely lost, because such a metaphor is rarely invoked in the 

bellicose culture of philosophical engagement and argumentation. According to Lakoff and 

Johnson, this is because swapping metaphors in such cases would change the nature of the 

activity itself, insofar as we understand the activity of arguing in terms of war. The point here is 

that metaphorical concepts bear in important ways on how we experience and relate to what we 

do; they structure our thought processes at a very basic level, and if promulgated widely enough 

they can exert deep influences on our thinking at the group and cultural level.  

 So, what about the metaphors that we employ in conceptualizing culture itself? What 

about, for example, the metaphor that Geertz employs, where culture is text and anthropological 

interpretation is reading? As Katherine Hoffman (2009) has noted, the use of metaphor and 

imagery was central to Geertz’s vision of “a revamped social science, and especially 

anthropology, that would take its cues as much from the humanities as the hard sciences” (417). 

Geertz picked his metaphors very deliberately and carefully, in other words. In particular, his 

reformulation of ethnography as an interpretive enterprise, preoccupied first and foremost with 

reading texts, was not merely a descriptive clarification about what the anthropologist is up to. 

Rather, Geertz intended this account as a prescriptive methodological insistence on how 

ethnographers ought to structurally think about the project of cultural interpretation. As I pointed 
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out earlier, however, the metaphor of interpretation presumes and encourages, on the part of the 

interpreter, interpretive familiarity with the context of interpretation.22 Given that the context of 

interpretation, for Geertz, is primarily one of reading a text, then interpretive fluency on the part 

of the ethnographer requires familiarity with the language of interpretation—the language in 

which the text of a culture is composed in, and whose meanings the interpreter is tasked with 

articulating and rendering accessible.  

But what really is a text? And what does the activity of reading concretely entail? In 

particular, how do we orient ourselves toward some object when we adopt a stance toward that 

object as the reader of a text? The answer here, I presume, is not terribly unfamiliar. 

Traditionally speaking, texts tend to be material objects—appearing in the form of newspapers 

and books, composed of paper, ink, glue, and other standard material on which words are 

inscribed.23 These days, of course, much of our reading takes place on screens, as many texts 

have been digitized and made available in electronic form. Be that as it may, we can still say that 

all forms of reading refer to an activity that requires a particular orientation—an embodied stance 

toward texts, whatever shape or form a text appears in. When we read, we pick up a book or 

some such, focus our gaze on the words that the text is composed in, and attempt an 

interpretation, effortfully or casually, of what they might mean. In other words, when we read, 

we read with our bodies, because there is literally no other way to do it—as creatures of material 

constitution and orientation, we are embedded in contexts that demand some variety of bodily 

 
22 This metaphor also rides on a further presumption, as Hoffman points out, of literacy. That is, it presumes that we 

all can read and that know what reading involves. I will come back to this point later in the chapter, where I put forth 

and elaborate my geomaterial conception of culture, arguing that culture is geomaterially defined and delimited, as 

is cultural reading. Thus, cultural literacy is not so much a matter of familiarity with the right conceptual language, 

but of knowing where one is and where things appropriately belong.  
23 Of course, other material objects, aside from books and newspapers, can also function and be regarded as ‘text’. 

And as I point out above, much of our modern-day reading takes place on digital implements and on screens. As far 

as I am concerned, this does not present a problem for my account of reading as an embodied stance, insofar as we 

still bodily orient ourselves toward virtual reading as we would toward more traditional texts.  
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engagement with the objects and the people that surround us. Likewise, in the case of reading, 

the stance or orientation that we adopt, toward a text and as their reader, is an embodied one, 

because there is no way to engage with the material objects around us outside of adopting bodily 

stances that facilitate meaningful engagements with such entities. Reading, thus construed, is not 

some disembodied activity of parsing conceptual symbols to unveil the meanings that lie beneath 

the words. Rather, it is a material way of positioning and orienting our bodies, however seamless 

and familiar such forms of relatedness might seem, toward material objects that beckon to us to 

adopt these orientations for meaningful interaction and engagement.  

  Extrapolating from this example, then, we could say this is just what it means to do stuff 

in the real world—insofar as we are doers, we do things from within different stances, where a 

stance is a way of orienting our bodies toward the world, objects, and others around us. As Kukla 

has argued, a stance is “a collection of embodied strategies” for coping with objects and 

engaging in coordinated action with others, a way of “readying our bodies for action and worldly 

engagement” when we settle on doing something (2018, 4). And the interpretive and reading 

stances, on the view that Kukla advances, are no exception. When we raise questions about what 

some  means, we are not raising semantic and ontological queries about the nature of  from 

nowhere. On the contrary, we are raising such questions because they are relevant to us from 

within the space that we occupy somewhere—from a within a stance, that is, and within a 

particular situation that calls for adopting said stance. For example, if  refers to the movements 

of someone’s eyes within a game of poker,  means something completely different than what  

would mean, if we had fixed the referent of  as movement of eyes in the context of a flirtatious 

encounter. Naturally, this has much to do with the context where such movements take place, 

insofar as they involve different meanings and different intended pragmatic uptakes. But these 
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contexts vary not merely in the ways they involve disparate objects, people, and meanings, but 

also in the ways they demand different modes of orienting bodily toward the world. In short, the 

same gestures can convey different meanings in different contexts, because we interpret their 

meaning and saliency from within different stances.  

  Along similar lines, questions about what  means in the context of an ethnographer 

trying to disambiguate the different cultural significations of  are only salient from within the 

stance of doing interpretive anthropology. It would be utterly strange, for example, if in the 

middle of playing a game of poker, which calls for adopting the poker stance and careful, 

inconspicuous attention to the movements of our opponents’ face for hints of bluffing, I abruptly 

paused the game to ask my opponent to produce a thick description of what is going on with their 

face. Of course, we could pause a game of poker with friends and instead turn to theoretical 

queries about the ontology of culture. This would likely be a colossal bummer for uninterested 

participants, but such a transition would signal to friends that we are about to switch stances, 

albeit somewhat disruptively, and that the questions we are about to discuss demand they 

similarly harmonize their stances with ours, because that is the only way to understand what is 

about to happen. We are about to switch from the poker stance, with its internal saliencies of 

producing a successful bluff and stacking more chips than fellow players, to an interpretive 

stance with its internal saliencies of successfully tackling hefty ontological considerations. In 

either case, whether as manipulative poker players or fun-spoiling theorists, we would be doing 

things, asking questions, and readying ourselves to engage with the world from within a stance—

from within an embodied posture and its associated embodied strategies for worldly engagement 

and coping.  
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  My point here is the following. Much in the same way that playing a game of poker calls 

for the poker stance, when we raise interpretive questions about the semiotic building-blocks of 

culture we are doing so from within an embodied stance that allows for such questions to be 

raised, discussed, and disputed. In this way, questions about the ontology of culture—or 

questions about the meanings out of which culture is composed and constituted, on the basis of 

which we coordinate and undertake collective action—fundamentally reduce to questions about 

how we practically cope with something from within a stance. Let me further unpack all of this.  

  Drawing on Kukla’s (2018) account, I am defining a stance as an orientation that is 

adopted and enacted bodily and that encompasses a collection of embodied strategies for coping 

with the world around us. Along these lines, a stance fundamentally requires particular bodily 

postures, insofar as we want to be ready for particular forms of action that a given situation calls 

for. But insofar as a stance is an embodied posture, it is adopted and enacted within the world, 

and in response to the features of the world that are relevant in this place, at this time, for this 

person, toward this goal, and so on. A stance, in this sense, is a call to action in response to some 

feature of the world, and to the particular occurrences within some space, requiring a specific 

mode of bodily attention and engagement. As we lean into whatever stance we are adopting, we 

begin to experiment with strategies of embodied coping that best equip us to navigate the context 

at hand. For example, if the context called for figuring out what someone is doing, we would 

experiment with different permutations of belief, desire, and action to find the right explanatory 

links between beliefs, desires, and patterns of behavior. Put differently, in such a case we would 

adopt what Daniel Dennett (1989) calls an intentional stance, an embodied posture that would 

afford us some predictive insights into other people’s behaviors. But say we switch contexts and 

projects, and transition into a context where we are preoccupied with fixing a computer. In this 
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new context beliefs and desires are no longer appropriate objects of coping. Rather, what we are 

now materially preoccupied with are ways of fixing a piece of machinery, which requires an 

appreciation for how the hardware or software of a computer is designed, and an understanding 

of how such designs can be tinkered with to restore functionality to a piece of equipment that 

does not work. Again, this would be an entirely different mode of embodied engagement from 

the one we had previously adopted toward a person, because we recognize that computers and 

persons are different kinds of material entities, and therefore require different modes of bodily 

engagement. This latter stance is what Dennett identifies as a design stance, or the orientation 

that we adopt toward a piece of broken machinery when we are trying to ascertain why it is not 

functioning properly. The point, in short, is that across the manifold contexts we inhabit daily, 

the material features of these situations dictate what we should and should not do, and we 

respond to the demands of such worldly situations by adopting different stances and strategies 

for coping. As Kukla nicely puts the point, this is because the concrete character of the situations 

that we find ourselves in “constrain how we cope,” inasmuch as discerning what is and is not 

appropriate to do in such situations is “deeply enmeshed with the world itself” (2018, 10).  

  But, as I argued in the previous chapter, the world, as the material context of our 

normative engagements, is marked and delimited by geographic boundaries that are contiguous 

with the normative of boundaries of social practice—what we should and should not do, at least 

as the norms of social interaction are concerned, are always distinguished by where we are in 

space and how such spaces are marked and configured. Likewise, the normative agency that 

animates our daily doings derives in no small part from the fact that we are materially embodied 

and embedded beings, and from the ways that, as a result of our particularized and unique 

embodiments, we enter into practices of normative negotiation and contestation with each other. 
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Social norms and agency, thus construed, have important spatialized and bodily configurations, 

insofar as we can partake in the spaces of normative engagement if and only if we can occupy 

such material spaces bodily, in addition to familiarly navigating the boundaries of such spaces.24 

As embodied creatures, moreover, what we can do bodily, and the normative possibilities for 

action that our bodies afford us, are deeply shaped by the ways the material world is configured, 

and by the ways that it can be manipulated and configured according to our concrete desires and 

goals.  

A mountain has to be climbed, whereas a river must be crossed. It is fatally foolish to 

dance in the middle of a highway, but not at the block party on your street. It may seem tactless 

to walk a dog on hallowed ground, say a cemetery, whereas the park is just the place to do it. 

Whistling at the library is disruptive, but not on the walk home. Walking home after sunset is 

safe in this neighborhood, but perhaps not necessarily so a few miles east or west. It is a 

wonderful idea to bike to work in the spring, but in winter it is best to rely on public 

transportation. An entrance ramp to the building expands universal access, whereas steps can 

hinder similar forms of movement. January in Boston will depress you, but you will likely avoid 

seasonal depression in Southern California. The color of your skin might unsettle people in 

Cedar Rapids, but you will hardly stand out in New York City. Drinking tap water in Flint, 

Michigan is a serious biohazard, but not necessarily so in Westwood, Los Angles.  

  In other words, examples abound of the ways that the material contexts of our actions 

bear normatively on the form and content of what we do, not to mention of who we are, a point 

to which I will return in the next chapter. One might argue that this is not a particularly novel 

 
24 I will return to this point in the next chapter where I discuss the notion of a person-space. In my view, being 

regarded and recognized as a person requires first and foremost admission into the culturally delimited spaces where 

person-characteristic activates take place. Accordingly, this view entails that a fundamental criterion of personhood 

is admission into person-space.  
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insight to emphasize, since we can readily acknowledge that different contexts afford different 

possibilities for meaningful engagement with the world. But noting these differences, especially 

of the contrastive normative possibilities that different stances in different contexts present us 

with, is not devoid of political and philosophical significance.  

  A stance, it bears emphasizing again, is an embodied posture that we adopt in a particular 

context, under particular conditions, and in accordance with the coping skills that the 

practicalities of that particular context call for. But the material terrains on which we adopt our 

various coping stances are not places with unmarked boundaries. In fact, the material spaces that 

we inhabit are rarely unmarked and unmarred by histories of shared life and conflict that define 

so much of what we do and who we are. Thus, the shapes of the different stances we adopt in 

different contexts are themselves likely products of such histories. This is because who we are, at 

a rudimentary level of embodiment, is a product of historical processes that unfolded in material 

space and across time. In many ways, we bodily bear the imprint of history, and these histories 

bear on how we concretely navigate and negotiate shared space. The material terrains of our 

stances are spaces and landscapes with rich geographic histories of action and interaction 

between the world and people. In adopting a stance, these histories suffuse the possibilities of 

action that are revealed to those that inhabit the stance. In a very trivial sense, this is to say that 

where we stand matters in terms of who we are and what we can do, in addition to how we do 

those things. In a more interesting sense, however, and harkening back to the discussion of 

Geertz (1973) from a few pages back, what I am claiming is (i) the interpretive stances that we 

adopt toward cultures are adopted on geographic terrains with complicated spatial histories, and 

(ii) the meanings that constitute a cultural text are grounded in and reflections of such material 

histories. According to this view, culture is not a metaphoric text from which the anthropologist 
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or the philosopher can extract symbolic and conceptual meanings. Rather, cultures are built into 

the material structure of the world, and cultural meanings express themselves in the practices in 

which we participate daily, shaped by the historical practices of those that came before us. 

Similarly, cultural interpretation is not some metaphoric activity of reading over someone’s 

shoulder the abstract units of meaning that compose the ABCs of cultural texts and practices. If 

this were the case, it would suffice to learn the syntax and semantics of a cultural language, and 

to decipher its meanings dispassionately and from a distance. Rather, as Geertz himself partially 

acknowledges, we have to embed ourselves in the very landscapes where such meanings are 

constructed and contested, and adopt the stance, of not merely reading over someone’s shoulder, 

but of concretely appreciating how social meanings, cultural agency, and historical landscapes 

shape each other.  

  In short, cultural practices are not distinguished as meaningful because their meanings are 

antecedently inscribed on some intangible text, from which they can be extracted by the 

ethnographer and translated publicly. Rather, these meanings acquire their form and content 

through the material actions that express them—in other words, they are constructed and made 

accessible in actual, material practice. Culture does not hover abstractly above what we do daily, 

a repository of meanings that we can access through peeling off the various layers of abstract 

information that travel through cognitive and symbolic pathways. Rather, culture is constituted 

through our material practices, and it in turn constitutes these practices and the practitioners 

therein. Thus, when the anthropologist attempts a descriptive uncovering of the meanings that lie 

beneath the surface of everyday activities, they are as much constructing them as they are being 

constructed by them. And this is not to merely restate the trite, post-modernist observation that 

the interpreter determines the content of interpretation, because they are epistemologically 
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situated and can thereby only access the truth from within their limited situation. What I am 

offering, instead, is a threefold argument. First, I am claiming that cultures are the stuff of the 

material world, fundamentally tethered to the material practices that render our daily actions and 

interactions socially meaningful. Second, I am claiming that cultural symbolism, or that which is 

culturally significant and meaningful, is just what we, qua materially embodied creatures, deem 

practically efficacious for navigating the material world. Cultural meanings are thus not 

mysterious bits and pieces of information lurking enigmatically in the background of what we 

do. Rather, they are constituted through such activities and expressed through them, insofar as 

they merely are representations of what situated actors deem most feasible for practically 

navigating where they are situated in space and the demands of that situation. Third, cultural 

interpretation is made possible through stances that are concretely embedded in the landscapes of 

material practice. Accordingly, it is only from within these embodied postures that we could 

hope to access and produce thick descriptions of cultural meanings contained and expressed 

through gestures, signs, stories, myths, ideologies, legacies, and other such configurations of 

information.  

   Alongside Kukla, I also contend that the significance of ontological queries 

fundamentally reduces to practical considerations about what kinds of things we cope with from 

within different stances. I here extend this point to the claim that such practicalities bear the 

material influences of the geographic spaces within which they arise. In line with the claims 

made above, when we adopt interpretive stances toward questions about the nature of cultural 

meanings, what we are seeking, in essence, are patterns of meaningful interaction between 

people and the world around them. But our world is a material world, and it is one whose spatial 

and geographic configurations vary across different contexts. Thus, when we are trying to make 
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sense of the cultural meanings that define shared beliefs and behaviors, what we are ultimately 

after is an understanding of the ways people respond to the material demands of their 

environments. As the world changes and undergoes environmental alterations of various sorts, 

both within and beyond our control, the ways we respond to such demands evolve too. And thus, 

culture changes.  

  It is for this reason that I maintain we should reject, or at least substantially amend, 

Geertz’s semiotic account of culture. In my view, instead, culture refers to material 

configurations of social practice, heterogeneously arrayed and enacted across the spaces and 

sundry landscapes where, overtime, they take shape into their cultural formation. In this sense, 

culture is in every respect material and built into the geographic ordering of social life, insofar as 

where we are in space influences the design and development of cultural practice. In turn, such 

embedded positionalities influence how we come to regard and relate to each other, not to 

mention how we are socialized into a sense of self and cultural agency. Moreover, to appreciate 

the meanings of these variegated practices, we cannot simply hope to read some metaphoric text 

on which the so-called flow of cultural practice is conceptually transcribed. Rather, we must 

inhabit the concrete circulatory route of this flow, as it were, and materially orient ourselves in 

ways that would afford us access to its practical saliencies. In other words, we must inhabit the 

very spaces of cultural practice, because all that talk of culture ultimately encapsulates is the 

material configuration of social practice within different geographically delimited spaces.  

4. Geomaterial Cultures  

 

  I have already delineated the contours of the view that I referred to, in the introduction of 

this chapter, as the geomaterial conception of culture. For theorists like Geertz, culture 

represents a coherent web of meanings that thread through everything we do. Culture is an 
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ensemble of metaphoric texts, Geertz had asserted, and the job of the anthropologist is to read 

over the shoulders of those to whom these texts belong, interpret the symbolism contained 

therein, and adumbrate publicly their meanings. But a cultural text has a puzzling ontological 

status in Geertz’s account, insofar as the webs of meaning that culture purportedly represents do 

not straightforwardly reduce to the material practices that we daily participate in. Daily action is 

noisy and chaotic, on Geertz’s account, but ethnography is the work of transcribing coherently 

the meanings of these actions from the text of culture and rendering them accessible. In other 

words, ethnographic research requires rearranging the noisy practices of ordinary life in their 

proper symbolic schemas and coherently extracting the meanings such practices represent 

through producing their thick descriptions. But again, on this account, it remains unclear how 

exactly the concrete things that we do day in and day out, where cultural practice is most 

immediately enacted and encountered, are absorbed into the semiotic texts that cultures 

metaphorically represent.  

  The attraction of metaphorical discourse, in no small part, derives from the ways 

metaphors facilitate ease of communication. However, the business of peddling in metaphors is 

rather tricky, because metaphorical talk, especially when thoughtlessly deployed, could enforce 

and entrench ambiguities that over time become difficult to dislodge and dispel. For example, the 

metaphor of anthropology as interpretation trades on an ambiguity that all anthropologists know 

what it means to read something, and that such activities of reading, as Roger Keesing has 

argued, are unencumbered by considerations about “knowledge as distributed and controlled [or] 

who creates and defines cultural meanings, and to what ends” (1987, 161). In Keesing’s view, if 

interpretive anthropology hopes to make a lasting contribution to the study of culture, it has to be 
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situated within “a wider theory of society,” and acknowledge that meanings are produced by real 

humans and through concrete practices that they organize their ways of life around (Ibid, 169). 

  For Keesing, once we recognize that cultural meanings are situated within broader and 

material ways of human life, we will see that knowledge and processes of knowledge-production 

are themselves responsive to material distributions of authority and power. The example that 

Keesing focuses on to demonstrate this theme is drawn from his anthropological research among 

the Kwaio people of Malaita, Solomon Islands. According to Keesing, access to knowledge in 

Kwaio society is remarkably open—to both men and women, the young and the old. 

Nonetheless, even within such an egalitarian arrangement, the distribution of cultural knowledge 

is highly complex. While in theory anyone can know about genealogies, tales of ancestors, 

cosmology, and ritualized practices of magic, the Kwaio reserve specialized knowledge of such 

topics for the experts, again men and women alike, who are very few in numbers. Extrapolating 

from this work in the Malaita mountains, Keesing argues that culture cannot simply be regarded 

as a collective semiotic creation, reified as texts with a coherent grammar that can be 

reconstructed from interpreting the symbolism latent in everyday gestures. To the contrary, 

cultural knowledge is often non-grammatically produced, shaped and reshaped through concrete 

and unpredictable embodied processes that correspond to broader distributions of power and 

authority. Accordingly, Keesing argues that the notion of culture as a coherent web of meanings 

mystifies and conceals such embedded dynamics, giving rise to specious tendencies that divorce 

cultural meanings from the lives of real humans.  

   Furthermore, I would argue alongside Keesing that cultural processes of knowledge 

production often serve as implements of ideological indoctrination and subordination. Generally 

speaking, cultural practices are highly vulnerable to the influence of ideology. In large part, this 
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is just how ideology works, insofar as ideologies attach themselves to the tools and meanings of 

shared practice to morally obfuscate that which is valuable and naturalize an otherwise unnatural 

state of affairs. As Stuart Hall argues, ideology concerns the “concepts and languages of practical 

thought which stabilize a particular form of power and domination; or which reconcile and 

accommodate the mass of people to their subordinate place in the social formation” (1986, 29). 

Sally Haslanger (2017) builds on this account to argue that, once a culture turns ideological, our 

access to that which is morally salient and valuable is occluded, and thus we are prevented from 

“knowing what and who matters” (159). But ideologies are not just epistemically corruptive; 

rather they are grounded in the material features and practices of everyday life. As such, in 

material contexts where we are gripped by the influence of ideology, we quite literally fail to see 

what is important and who matters—not just at the level of epistemic understanding, but at the 

level of engaged and embodied activity. In such ideologically saturated contexts, there is nothing 

that can ensure that the ethnographic project, and the tools of knowledge production that the 

anthropologist relies on, are ideologically untainted. In fact, as the vexed history of anthropology 

has demonstrated, the material resources on which the anthropologist draws, as they try to 

untangle the meanings of cultural text, are often the same resources that are deployed in the 

service of social marginalization and disenfranchisement. Cultural interpretation, thus construed, 

is not merely a project of unpacking the meanings inscribed on the text of culture. Displacing 

and divorcing cultural meanings from the material contexts in which they are continually 

composed and contested obfuscates a crucial philosophical insight, namely that cultural 

knowledge is almost always inflected (and infected) with the material authority of those who 

control the tools of knowledge production and distribution. In the absence of broader theorizing 

about such forms of material influence on cultural interpretation, interpretive anthropology and 
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cultural analysis will remain mostly self-indulgent exercises in transcribing narratives that 

produce and reproduce superficial forms of epistemic access.  

  In my view, this call to heeding the material realities that bear on production of 

knowledge is, ultimately, a call to heeding the ways social actors are situated in the actual world, 

and of the ways that disparate positionalities come with differential forms of epistemic access. 

Furthermore, the world in which we are situated is demarcated and delimited by geographic 

boundaries that bear on the normative form and content of our activities—what I called 

normative geographies previously. As such, a call to heeding the material realities that bear on 

the production of knowledge should also be interpreted as a call to heeding the ways our 

situations in the world, as circumscribed within particular spaces and material geographies, bear 

on how we produce and distribute knowledge. In this sense, the boundaries of culture are not 

primarily semiotic. Rather, the boundaries of culture, and the ontological underpinnings of these 

boundaries, are grounded in material and geographic realities that define and demarcate that 

which is culturally meaningful from that which is not.  

  In short, culture is material and geographic through and through. This is not to say that 

culture is devoid of the kind of semiotic significance that Geertz’s ontological analysis 

emphasizes. Rather, it is to say that cultural meanings, whatever ontology of meaning you are 

committed to, derive from the material and geographic realities that define our ways of life. 

Recasting this claim in the language of cultural geography would suggest that disputes about 

what does and does not belong to a cultural way of life are disputes about how the social 

boundaries that govern our lives should be concretely drawn, who should be able to draw and 

contest the mappings of such boundaries, and who should be included within them. Extending 

this claim, I am here also going an extra step and arguing that the ontology of culture is itself 
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grounded in the ways that the material places, spaces, and landscapes of our world are 

configured, and in how materially embodied and embedded agents interact with these landscapes 

to make sense of the world around them.  

  In concluding this chapter, let me illustrate this point by reflecting briefly on the social 

geography of Flint, Michigan, and on the water crisis that has engulfed the city in recent years.25 

In the latter half of nineteenth century, Flint was the capital of Michigan’s lumber industry—a 

thriving and prosperous village that in 1855 was officially incorporated as a city. At the turn of 

nineteenth century, when traditional forms of carriage transportation were replaced by 

automobile industries, Dunbar Buick founded the Buick Motor Company in Flint. Over the 

course of the next three decades, Flint would become the site of major mergers between General 

Motors and Chevrolet Company, becoming one of the largest contributors to the American auto 

economy, nearly accounting for 12 percent of annual national production. As the population of 

the city grew, in percental rates of several-hundred-fold, so did housing development, largely in 

response to the needs of autoworkers. Along the Flint River, street after street was soon 

populated with houses where autoworkers and their families resided. In the period between 1950 

and mid-1960s, the population of Flint peaked at nearly 200,000, making the city the second 

largest in Michigan after Detroit. At this juncture in history, it seemed all but inevitable that Flint 

was destined for greatness, as the auto industry was continually expanding, and the city had 

continued to accrue large sums of money in lucrative housing and educational investment.  

  But Flint’s high fortunes, like that of many other industrial cities, soon declined steeply. 

Starting in the 1970s, as federal austerity and offshore outsourcing became economic order of the 

 
25 Much of the history I am about to review is carefully documented in Andrew R. Highsmith’s (2015) Demolition 

Means Progress: Flint, Michigan, and the Fate of the American Metropolis. In addition, I have drawn on Gary 

Flinn’s (2017) Hidden History of Flint. For a history of auto industrialization and subsequent deindustrialization you 

may see Steven P. Dandeau (1996) A Town Abandoned: Flint, Michigan, Confronts Deindustrialization.   
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day, a wrenching financial and social crisis engulfed the city. By 1998, out of the estimated 

80,000 to 100,000 auto workers once employed by the various manufacturing sites in Flint, only 

7,000 salaried workers remained. The city’s population had shrunk to below 100,000 by the 

beginning of twenty-first century, as families had begun to flee in droves due to pervasive 

joblessness. Finally, in 2008, Flint was brought to its knees by large waves of global economic 

recessions, resulting in a gnawing $30 million budget deficit that demanded emergency 

management. By 2011, numerous schools had closed down, including 11 elementary schools and 

1 high school. The birthplace of GM, whose per capita income for a city of its size was one of 

the highest in 1960s, now had a poverty rate of nearly 40 percent. Correlatively, crime statistics 

had begun to rise precipitously to the point that by 2011 the New York Times nicknamed the city 

‘murdertown’, as 66 murders were documented in the city of 100,000 people within a single year 

(LeDuff 2011).  

  Facing dire economic straits, in 2013 the Flint city council voted to stop buying water 

from Detroit, instead joining a pipeline project that drew water from Lake Huron. The state and 

city officials had hoped that the switch would save the city $19 million over the course of the 

next 9 years, even though the pipeline project would not be completed for another 3 years. As a 

result, officials settled on Flint River as a stopgap source for providing water to the residents of 

their city. And soon thereafter began the sequence of events that would give rise to what is 

known today as the Flint Water Crisis. In April 2014, Flint officially began to pump, treat, and 

distribute water from Flint River. In June 2014, residents complained that the water looked, 

smelled, and tasted peculiarly foul. In the face of demonstrable evidence of contamination and 

corrosiveness, however, city officials maintained that the water was safe. In 2015, citizens 

groups partnered with scientists at Virginia Tech, and collected water samples from 252 homes. 
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The findings of these scientists confirmed what the residents had known all along—the water 

was poisonous, as it had been distributed through lead pipes that were leaching dangerously high 

levels of corrosivity.26   

  As many environmental advocates have charged in recent years, it is not mere 

happenstance that water crises often break out in places like Flint, nor is it accidental that such 

crises can persist for as long as they typically do in such places. The population of the city of 

Flint is 57 percent Black, and 45 percent of the total residents of the city live below the national 

threshold of poverty.27 That is, the majority of the people who live in Flint are Black and poor. 

But what it means to be poor or Black comes with a territory in the United States. Social 

designators like Black and poor, and especially the ways in which such identities enable and 

disable access to basic goods, often map neatly onto geographic positionalities.28 In Flint, for 

example, this connection is well documented in Andrew Highsmith’s Demolition Means 

Progress. Like many urban centers in the United States, racially restrictive covenants were 

commonly enforced around color lines in early twentieth century Flint. Even as such practices 

were federally outlawed in 1948, real-estate developers, urban planners, and policy makers 

continued to deprive Black Americans of the right to purchase and own property. And since 

ownership is the most socially and normatively recognized way to accumulate wealth in a 

capitalist economy, this meant that Black Americans in Greater Flint, as in many other American 

 
26 For an elegant and heart-wrenching history of the water crisis in Flint, see Anna Clark’s (2018) The Poisoned 

City: Flint’s Water and the American Urban Tragedy.  
27 These numbers are drawn from Data USA and the U.S. Census Bureau. For a quick facts’ summary of these 

numbers, see here: https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/flintcitymichigan. 
28 In fact, I would argue that such descriptors have no social and political significance besides what they tell us about 

the situation of those that are Black, queer, trans, disabled, poor, and so on. Oppression is a material phenomenon 

that manifests through economic vulnerability, domination, violence, and exploitation. Accordingly, cultural 

analyses of such phenomena are not particularly informative unless they are coupled with analyses of the concrete 

contexts where such phenomena are encountered.  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/flintcitymichigan
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cities and urban centers, would be generationally confined to zones of social and economic 

isolation.29  

  I contend that it is precisely in these geographic chasms and separations—between the 

rich and the poor, between the materially privileged and oppressed—that culture and cultural 

understandings develop on a literal basis of what it means to be on either side of a separating 

line. Even if we agree with Geertz that cultures are webs of significance, we must examine the 

ways the material world bears on how these webs are constituted, configured, and upheld. It is 

not an accident, for instance, that reliable access to clean drinking water means different things 

to residents of Flint than it does to residents of Oakland County, Michigan, or even in the most 

suburban areas of the Greater Flint region. Visual representations of the city’s racial 

demographics and distribution of lead toxicity readily confirm a robust connection between 

geographic location and access to basic goods. More often than not, those areas with the most 

visible concentration of non-white populations are also the areas with the highest discovered 

levels of lead in the water. Thus, the enclosures of race and poverty are not geographically 

haphazard and randomized. Rather, enclosures of non-white habitation geographically and 

spatially delimit those parts of the city where people are most vulnerable to environmental 

degradation. It is in this sense that we could posit an observable correspondence between spatial 

aggregation of racialized and economically vulnerable groups and large-scale social vulnerability 

to material harm. Where one is in space, and this cannot be overstated, corresponds very strongly 

 
29 As Kukla put it in their comments on an earlier draft of this chapter, the notion that property ownership elevates 

economic status is a key part of American capitalist ideology, entrenched into this country’s institutional 

understandings of economic success. As the financial crisis of 2008 clearly demonstrated, such ideological beliefs 

rarely correspond to economic realities. That said, ideology does influence material and social reality, insofar as it 

engenders problematic alterations of cultural practice by producing and reproducing the social relations that uphold 

such practices. Crucially, ideology also naturalizes such problematic changes by obscuring and obstructing our 

access, quite literally, to that which is valuable. In the United States, similarly, ideological understandings of what 

constitutes wealth, especially where wealth is accumulated and by whom, bear influentially on judgements about 

how access to various goods should be regulated.  
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to how likely it is that one will experience social and cultural underrepresentation, which in turn 

corresponds strongly to how likely one will experience material harms in the form of scarcities 

of basic goods.  

  What this and similar examples demonstrate, then, is that injustice and inequality are 

always material, and that material realities, wherein various forms of inequity pervade everyday 

life, are bounded within geographic territories that are culturally unseen to privileged actors. This 

is because culture itself is material through and through, and our cultural ways of life are 

configurations of material life where some things are visible to us, whereas others remain 

occluded and hidden. The language of “out of mind, out of sight” is thus particularly relevant 

here, insofar as that which is out of mind correspond to what is quite literally out of sight, and 

vice versa. But again, this is not mere happenstance. Cultures and peoeple are co-constitutive, a 

claim that I shall return to in the next chapter. Insofar as cultural ways of life are always 

materially and geographically devised around an understanding of what matters and what does 

not, in correspondence to what is seen and what is not, the social invisibility of certain groups 

derives from the marginality of their geographic locations.  

Moreover, examining the meanings of cultural practices from a distance, as Geertz invites 

us to, would not reveal to us how cultural landscapes shape their inhabitants, and how they are in 

turn shaped by us. Reading cultural texts in this fashion, without concretely assuming the posture 

of their attendant practice, reproduces ideological attitudes that confuse the ethnographer into 

believing that the structures of cultural practice are semiotically determined. Instead of this 

semiotic approach, what I advocate for is a geomaterial alternative that emphasizes the 

embeddedness of meanings and texts in material practice itself—the notion that cultural 
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meanings are continually constructed, contested, and negotiated from within the spaces of social 

life.   
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CHAPTER 3. IDEOLOGY, EMBODIMENT, AND THE SPACES OF PERSONHOOD 

 

Human beings, like other animals, feel at home on earth. We are, most of the time, at ease 

in our part of the world. Life in its daily round is thoroughly familiar. Toast for breakfast 

is taken for granted, likewise the need to be in office on time. Skills once learned are as 

natural to us as breathing. Above all, we are oriented. This is a fundamental source of 

confidence. We know where we are and we can find our way to the local drugstore. 

Striding down the path in complete confidence, we are shocked when we miss a step or 

when our body experiences a step where none exists. 

       – Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place (2002) 

 

The human body is the best picture of the human soul.  

 – Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (2009) 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In the summer of 2017, my father fell fatally ill. I remember the day when I received 

news of his illness vividly. It was the morning of August 7th when my mother, via our standard 

channel of communication WhatsApp, repeatedly called my phone. I had taken the morning to 

sleep in, as people are wont to on a weekend. When I finally had a chance to return her calls, I 

knew something inauspicious must have happened—my father had had a stroke, resulting in 

extensive hemorrhaging in the brain. By the time I had travelled across multiple time zones back 

to Iran, his condition had taken a turn for the worse. He was intubated and hooked up to a 

ventilator, due to infections in both of his lungs, largely incapable of breathing on his own. He 

was incommunicative and his cognitive lucidity was minimal. Long story short, after a sinuous 

month or two, where at times we falsely believed he could recover, my father had a second 

stroke, causing even more hemorrhaging and irreparable neurological damage. Soon thereafter, 

the infection in his lungs would spread to other vital organs and there was little to be done to 

avert his imminent death.  

 I recall this story not to reopen psychological wounds that have yet to heal, nor to remind 

myself of the unfillable void that the loss of my father left in its wake. Rather, I open this chapter 
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with this painful recollection because during the course of my father’s illness, and in the 

immediate aftermath of his death, I devoted sleepless nights to considering a rather basic 

question: Was the man whom I visited in the ICU, cognitively incapable of registering my 

presence and identity, really my father? This may seem exaggerated for philosophical effect, but 

as the reality of my father’s unavoidable death became increasingly undeniable, I often pondered 

the question of whether the severely incapacitated human lying hopelessly in an Iranian hospital 

bed was the same person whom I had always known as Father—Baba in my native Farsi. If so, 

in what ways was this human continuous with that person? And if not, what had changed 

inasmuch as his personhood was concerned?  

After the second stroke and an unsuccessful surgery, my father slipped into a month-long 

coma whose terminus was his death. At some point during that month, he developed a 

pulmonary edema, commonly referred to as a ‘death rattle’, where a patient loses the capacity to 

swallow and breathe normally. To ease the pain that may result from respiratory complications in 

such cases, doctors can perform a thoracentesis, wherein they try to drain excess liquid and air 

from the lungs. When my father’s doctors asked me for permission to carry out the procedure, I 

asked them whether it would, as a matter of fact, improve his condition. The response I received 

is forever etched into my memory, as if it were yesterday: “Your father is a broken car at this 

point. We may be able to fix the wheel or the door, but the engine is not salvageable.” From a 

medical standpoint, perhaps, the ailing patient in the hospital bed was never a person, but rather 

an object of management until it no longer required care. But from a personal standpoint, what 

my father’s doctor, somewhat insensitively, aimed to communicate was that the person who was 

once my father was gone, leaving behind a decaying biological shell of whatever it formerly was. 
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 This chapter animates its arguments by raising some seemingly simple questions, which 

are also extremely personal: What are persons and what makes them person-like? In answering 

queries like this one, I argue that persons are culturally scaffolded creatures whose conditions of 

being are grounded in the material and social practices they are concretely situated in. 

Personhood is a deeply embodied and spatial condition, according to the view that I develop 

here. Being a person, on this view, refers to (1) an embodied placement in cultural milieu that 

will be called person-spaces, and (2) a quasi-normative and spatial understanding of what and 

who belongs where, which courses of action make sense, what is permissible in what context, 

and so on.30 I take it that neither of these claims are terribly counterintuitive. It seems 

straightforward that our understanding of self, others, and the world derives in many substantial 

ways from how we situationally and interactively learn to navigate our material environs. In fact, 

much of the research on embedded and embodied cognition has sought to empirically 

substantiate the notion that our ability to perceive and cognize are crucially bound up in our 

embodiment.  

In this chapter, I extend these claims to argue that not only is cognition spatially 

scaffolded, but being a person is fundamentally beholden to the ways that we are situated in 

space and recognized therein. Additionally, I argue that any account of personhood requires 

serious consideration of the ways that we are inducted into spaces of normativity, specifically 

through operations of ideology, and I claim this process unfolds in and through space. The space 

of personhood, according to the view I defend here, is not a euphemism for some discursive and 

conceptual familiarity with norms of social practice. Instead, I contend that spaces of personhood 

are literal spaces whose boundaries are materially demarcated and delimited. Thus, in my view, 

 
30 I borrow the coinage of ‘person-space’ from the work of Marya Schechtman. See Schechtman (2010) and (2014). 
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being regarded as a person, which is to say an agent with normative entitlements, at a minimum 

requires admission into person-spaces. As I shall argue, this view is particularly attractive 

because it identifies the locus of personhood in being regarded in person-characteristic ways 

within the culturally defined boundaries of social life, thereby eschewing philosophical concerns 

that often vitiate overly cognitive accounts.  

Section 2 provides a brief survey of cognitivist and animalist conceptions of personhood. 

As I argue, both approaches are philosophically wanting because they understate the significance 

of being-in-space as a fundamental precondition of personhood. Section 3 offers an account of 

personhood that incorporates the concept of person-space, adopted from the work of Marya 

Schechtman, into its spatialized analysis of what it is to be a person. Sections 4 and 5 jointly 

explore the influence of ideology on our self-development; an influence that is thoroughly 

imbued with spatial significance.  

2. Lockeans vs. Animalists: A Lose-Lose Situation 

 

Personhood is an elastic and versatile concept. Much ink has historically been spilled 

over questions like: What does it mean to be a person and what is it that uniquely sets persons 

apart from non-persons? Presumably, you are a person, as are those creatures to whom you might 

refer to as parents, friends, lovers, teachers, and so on. Furthermore, I presume that in your 

everyday engagements you do not often dwell on the question of whether you are really a 

person, or whether your friends are persons, or whether the people that you encounter at the store 

are robots cleverly mimicking ways of life we normally associate with persons. On a good day, 

you probably take it for granted that your friends are people, as are the strangers that your 

encounter at the store, and even most importantly, that you are a person alongside them.  
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However, as we turn our attention away from such mundane matters and toward more 

vexing philosophical and legal queries, things get far thornier. While it might seem obvious to 

some that some non-human animals cannot possess personhood, what about the severely 

cognitively disabled? The question here does not concern the humanity of the severely 

cognitively disabled, which we could readily acknowledge. The question, instead, is whether I 

was right to take some umbrage at the suggestion that my dying father, lying comatose in a 

hospital bed, was more akin to a car than a person? If so, on what philosophical grounds could I 

have maintained that he was still a person, rather than a broken piece of machinery?  

In legal and moral theorizing, such questions acquire a special salience and significance 

because persons, it is often claimed, are those concrete entities that belong to a unique 

ontological category. It is because of this ontological singularity that we ascribe to persons the 

normative, moral, and legal status that sets them apart from non-person entities. Once we can 

settle on a reliable ontological yardstick for distinguishing persons from non-persons, we can 

then debate the moral rights and legal entitlements that persons should enjoy. In this sense, how 

we settle on an ontology of personhood, and what this ontology commits us to in terms of 

regarding someone as a person, will have appreciable consequences for how we appraise the 

moral status of persons, not to mention adjudicate legal disputes. Thus, both the ontological and 

normative conditions of personhood bear importantly on how and whom we regard as persons 

and why.  

 Historically, views that have attracted the most attention and uptake from theorists of 

personhood tend to emphasize higher-order cognition as the key ontological ingredient of being a 

person. According to this class of theorists, whom I will henceforth refer to as cognitivists about 

personhood, persons are the kinds of entities that are ontologically distinguishable from non-
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persons on the basis of possessing mentally stable and continuous lives. Among such theorists, 

John Locke was perhaps the most prominent early proponent of a psychological continuity view 

of personhood.  

Locke argued that persons are creatures that possess intelligence and rationality, and 

whose identity of self is temporally and spatially extended. A person, according to this view, is 

someone who can identically regard themself as themself across time and space, because they 

possess a stable mental image of who they are at different times and locations. Thus, I am a 

person only insofar as I can reflectively identity myself as basically the same at 20 years of age, 

30 years, 40 years, 50 years, and so on. Defined in this way, persons are first and foremost the 

kinds of creatures that can form a coherent conception of self, which they develop through 

possessing consciousness and exercising the rational and reflective skills contained therein. In 

Locke’s words:  

[…] to find wherein personal identity consists, we must consider what Person stands for; 

which I think is a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection, and can 

consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which it 

does only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking, and, as it seems to 

me, essential to it. (1975, 335) 

 

This is Locke’s ontological condition of personhood—those features of personhood by virtue of 

which we can metaphysically identify some entity as a person, independent of the normative 

status they might possess. Interestingly, however, Locke goes on and claims that the normativity 

of personhood is equally necessary for being a person:  

[Person] is a Forensic Term appropriating Actions and their Merit; and so belongs only to 

intelligent Agents, capable of a Law, and Happiness, and Misery. This personality 

extends it self beyond present Existence to what is past, only by consciousness, whereby 

it becomes concerned and accountable, owns and imputes to it self past Actions, just upon 

the same ground, and for the same reason, that it does the present. (Ibid, 1975) 
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In brief, persons are the kinds of entities whose actions demonstrate normative self-awareness 

brought about through higher-order consciousness. It is by virtue of this consciousness that a 

person can collect themselves into an ontologically unified and stable self across different times 

and places. For example, as a person you have to recognize that you are ontologically identical to 

the same creature 15 years ago, though much may have changed in the material circumstances of 

your life. Once ontological continuity has been established, then personhood acquires a 

normative significance for Locke, because the whole point of ontological continuity is that 

people, given their persisting identity through time and space, can be held to account for their 

actions past, present, and future. If you are the same person that you were 15 years ago, and can 

demonstrably recognize as much, then you can be held responsible for actions that you 

undertook 15 years prior.  

For a long time, cognitivist assumptions about personhood have informed much of 

philosophical theorizing about what distinguishes a human animal as a person. Naturally, in 

recent years this view has been variously amended to reflect advances in the behavioral and 

cognitive sciences. But the foundation of mainstream philosophical theorizing about identity and 

personhood remains deeply Lockean. Peter Singer, for example, has influentially argued that 

personhood foundationally requires the capacity for rational self-reflection, in addition to the 

ability to make plans, having a desire to live, and being autonomous (1980). Harry Frankfurt 

locates the seed of personhood in the capacity for having second-order volitions, on the basis of 

which you can reflectively endorse or reject the first order ones (1971). Lynne Baker argues that 

personhood requires a first-person perspective, which she defines as the capacity to think of 

oneself as oneself and endorse one’s thoughts as one’s own (Baker, 2015). Christine Korsgaard 
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distinguishes persons as those class of creatures who can both behave rationally and justify their 

actions (2009). In short, cognitivists have ruled the day for a long time.  

In my view, however, cognitivist accounts of personhood are problematic for (at least) 

two reasons. Some cognitivists derive the normativity of personhood from an underlying 

cognitivist ontology, but then end up defining this ontology in accordance with a pre-existing 

conviction that persons must be normatively unique. This seems odd, given that, at least in 

theory, we should be able to articulate the normative criteria of personhood independently of the 

standard ontological features of personhood. Moreover, these accounts do not elucidate much 

when it comes to helping us practically navigate the kinds of emotionally and personally 

significant questions that I opened this chapter with. If someone does not meet the criteria of 

psychological continuity and cognitive self-awareness, they are not a person according to 

cognitivists. Such creatures may enjoy some of the moral benefits that persons do, but they are 

ultimately devoid of personhood. End of story. However, as it rightly has been pointed out in 

recent years, cognitivist accounts can give rise to attitudes toward the cognitively disabled that 

are deeply troubling, since they exclude from considerations about personhood those loved ones 

to whom many of us ordinarily relate as persons.31 Let me just briefly elaborate on these 

problems.  

For cognitivists, someone can be normatively regarded as a person only insofar as they 

are constituted ontologically by higher-order cognition. But the ontological condition of 

personhood cannot be defined in relation to the normative status that persons might possess—we 

should be able to ontologically identify something as a person independently of what moral 

 
31 For a thorough discussion of this point see Eva Kittay (1999). The main object of Kittay’s critique in this work are 

accounts of personhood that valorize individual freedom, but I believe that similar considerations can be extended to 

accounts of personhood that glorify elaborate cognitive capacities.  
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community that person belongs to, or whether it belongs to any. Naturally, this is not to say that 

the normativity of personhood cannot exert any kind of influence on how we metaphysically 

define something as a person, but we should want to articulate these conditions somewhat 

independently of one another. It is conceivable, for example, that some creature satisfies the 

ontological conditions of personhood but is devoid of the moral and normative status that we 

standardly attribute to human persons. Likewise, it is plausible that some creature has the 

capacity to respond to normative expectations that we typically reserve for human persons, but 

does not belong to the same ontological species. For this reason, whatever it is that we end up 

defining persons as, all theorists of personhood would be well advised to retain the possibility 

that persons might come in varieties of ontological and normative shapes and the two do not 

have to map onto each other.  

This is where cognitivists run into problems. The ontology that these theorists attribute to 

persons is a cognitively elaborate one because it is in virtue of this ontology that they 

subsequently account for the moral status of personhood. Insofar as something is a person, many 

cognitivists contend, we have an obligation to treat them with the respect and consideration that 

are not owed to non-persons. But such respect is only due those class of creatures that possess 

self-consciousness and rationality. Conversely, self-consciousness and rationality belong only to 

those class of creatures that possess the moral status of persons. In such manner, cognitivists 

maintain that how we treat a friend should fundamentally differ from how we treat a cat or a 

bear, because the former possesses the unique ability to reflect on their actions and thereby can 

be held accountable.  
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But there is some fallacious normative reasoning latent here.32 Many cognitivists are 

committed to what can be referred to as moral intrinsicalism: the idea that whatever 

distinguishes persons as uniquely normative creatures must be intrinsic to the nature of persons.33 

Baker, for instance, writes that if we consider humans as merely biological beings then they are 

“no more morally or ontologically significant than cockroaches or dinosaurs” (1999, 158). So, 

how does Baker propose to distinguish humans as ontologically and morally superior to 

cockroaches and dinosaurs? She argues that persons possess a robust, as opposed to rudimentary, 

first-person perspective, and it is by virtue of this robust first-person perspective that humans can 

reflect on their social relationships and assume responsibility for their actions. But here, the 

ontological claim that persons are more significant than other biological species has been derived 

from the primal conviction that persons must be superior in some way to other creatures, and that 

this cannot be so merely because of their brute animality.34  

 
32 Most of us are familiar with Hume’s is-ought problem, or the naturalistic fallacy, where it is philosophically 

impermissible to derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’. But in a (1970) article, T. D. Campbell argues that the reverse of a 

naturalistic fallacy is a normative fallacy, which consists of arguing from “propositions that are themselves 

normative, or could count as evidence only for normative propositions, to conclusions which contain factual 

assertions” (368).  
33 I am borrowing the label moral intrinsicalism from the work of Nicolas Delon (2015). Moral instrinsicalism is 

foundational to the views of authors like Jeff McMahan. For McMahan, moral status of an individual is an agent 

neutral consideration, and since extrinsic properties cannot be the basis for agent-neutral reasons, then only intrinsic 

properties can infer moral status on individuals. It is in virtue of moral intrinsicalism that McMahan defends the 

view that he calls moral individualism, or the idea that how an individual is treated cannot be determined by his 

group membership, but by considering their own particular characteristics. As my arguments in this chapter will 

partially demonstrate, moral individualism of this variety is deeply incoherent. I agree with Elizabeth Anderson 

when she claims that moral considerability is “not an intrinsic property of any creature, not is it supervenient only on 

its intrinsic properties, such as its capacities. It depends, deeply, on the kinds of relations they can have with us” 

(2004, 289).  
34 Perhaps the claim that persons are ontologically special could be empirically substantiated, in which case 

cognitivists would not have to resort to circular normative speculation. But if anything, this would be more troubling 

for cognitivists. If the central ingredient of personhood is self-awareness and a sense of continuity overtime, then 

many animals besides humans would pass the ontological litmus test for personhood. As animal research has 

demonstrated in recent years, language trained apes, for instance, appear to possess the capacity for self-reference. 

Many animals can similarly distinguish their bodies from those of their surroundings and conspecifics, and pursue 

their interests according to such self-awareness. 
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Perhaps this problem does not plague all variants of cognitivism. But in my view, such 

accounts are often vitiated by a more serious issue, which is that of excluding from 

considerations about personhood those humans without the capacity for self-awareness. Once 

again, consider my cognitively debilitated father in the final stages of his life. Was he, during 

those final months of his life where he was no longer cognitively aware of his own existence, 

still a person? Any cognitivist account of personhood that fundamentally weds the desiderata for 

personhood to the capacity for self-consciousness and psychological continuity would assert that 

my father was not a person. In the final stages of his life, his cognitive capacities had plummeted 

to a purely vegetative state, thus making him indistinguishable, as his doctors informed me, from 

a mere machine such as a car. But such claims rarely jibe with the experiences of the people who 

surround the lives of individuals like my father. Indeed, many of us ordinarily can and do relate 

to cognitively disabled loved ones as persons.  

To countervail some of the concerns above, a class of competing theories about 

personhood, broadly referred to as animalism, claim that persistence conditions of personhood 

are not psychological, but purely biological. The modus operandi of animalism is the simple 

worry that if we think of ourselves as persons first and human organisms second, then we are left 

with awkward questions about the relation between the animal creature and the person: Where 

does one begin and the other end? And how are the two continuous? To circumvent these 

problems, animalists argue that we sharply demarcate the realm of the biological and ontological 

from that of the practical and normative—what distinguishes persons as persons are practical and 

normative concerns that can be fundamentally distinguished from their underlying animal 

ontology.35 It is only insofar as the biological animal can undertake normatively significant 

 
35 The clearest expression of this view can be found in Eric Olson (1997). To say something is a person, according to 

Olson, is to say “something about what it can do, but not to say what it is. To say that something is a person is to say 
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commitments that we come to regard them as a person. But the ontological questions, or those 

seemingly intractable questions about what people really are at their core, are questions that 

ultimately can only be biologically adjudicated.  

 However, as critics of animalism have pointed out, this view is not particularly intuitive, 

and perhaps even less intuitive than its Lockean counterparts.36 Ordinarily, we do not distinguish 

the human animal from the human person as neatly as animalists seem to suggest. This is 

because the practicality of our personhood, or things that matter to us qua persons, and the 

ontology of our animality are not easily dissociable facets of our being. Consider the following. 

Animalists would agree that the psychologically incapacitated patient on the hospital bed was my 

father, insofar as this patient was identical to the biological entity that I had always identified as 

such. But animalists also believe that this mere fact of identity should not have any consequences 

in terms of my practical interactions with him. This is not to say that my interactions with him 

could not have mattered practically, but rather that there was no metaphysically interesting 

reason why they should have. Again, the patient was biologically identical to the person I had 

known as father, but the significance of my relationship with him was immaterial to the 

persistence of his animal identity. Accordingly, when we care about our loved ones falling into 

states of cognitive incapacitation, animalists claim that we care only because such relationships 

 
that it can think in a certain way—that it is rational, that it is ordinarily conscious and aware of itself as tracing a 

path through time and space, that it is morally accountable for its actions, or the like. But it doesn’t tell us what it is 

that can think in that way” (Olson, 34).  
36 The crux of my criticism of animalism is very similar to David Shoemaker’s claim that animalism severs the link 

between ownership of actions/experiences and identity. When we anticipate something, for example, we are not 

hoping for biological identity between our present and future selves. Rather, we are hoping that future experiential 

states are continuous with the experiencer that we currently are. As Shoemaker puts it, “How could the continuity of 

meat serve to explain a relation of minds?” (2016, 305). Sheomaker is partially correct, but I do not believe that the 

experiential continuity he is worried about is a purely psychological one; it is a continuity that only makes sense 

against the background of where we are in the world. I will say more about this later.  
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are practically and personally significant to us. But such considerations have nothing at all to do 

with questions concerning the ontological identity of biological organisms.  

This might strike us as odd, however, since ordinarily we do not think about the 

significance of personal relationships as somehow isolable from the identity of the persons in 

question. Like most people, I grieved the rapid decline of my father’s health exactly because he 

was the same father I had always known. Differently put, the ontological concerns critically 

informed my practical distress, insofar as it was precisely the understanding that my father had 

degenerated into a purely vegetative state that gripped me with immeasurable sadness. Such 

experiences, then, raise the possibility that we do not ordinarily relate to others in the manner 

that animalists believe. As Marya Schechtman puts this point, “our personhood, in the sense of 

our unique endowments, informs the whole of our lives and does not represent a tidy package of 

concerns and activities that can be removed from our animal nature” (2010, 278). Those 

considerations that distinguish our relationships as significant fundamentally bear on the ways 

that we interpret and make sense of our animality, thereby suggesting that considerations about 

identity are as much about biological continuity as they are about the significance that we attach 

to such continuity. For Schechtman, how we make sense of what it means to be a human animal 

derives much of its meaning from what we think it means to be a person.37 A coherent 

conception of personhood simply must accommodate both the brute animality of human life, and 

the fact that such lives are sites of deep meaning, emphasizing that the two in fact complement 

one another. This is what Schechtman herself has recently proposed with her person-life view of 

 
37 I submit that such considerations are not unique to human animals. Many of us have deeply meaningful 

relationships with non-human animals, and their sickness and death emotionally afflict us in the same way that the 

loss of a parent or a child might. This is because our embodied connections to such animals deeply informs how we 

think about the kinds of animals that they are.  
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personhood, which I now draw on to develop my account of spatially and culturally scaffolded 

personhood.  

3. Person-Lives and Person-Spaces  

 

At the outset let me clarify that I am philosophically hospitable to some elements of both 

cognitivism and animalism. That said, the analysis that I pursue in this section will not engage 

much more elaborately with the substance of either approach. Rather, what I offer here is an 

account that illuminates the complex cultural and spatial preconditions of personhood. 

Cognitivists and animalists alike might find in the discussion below arguments that are readily 

reconcilable with the core tenets of their thought. Such opportunities for rapprochement would 

be wholly welcome on my part. But I also maintain that neither cognitivists nor animalists have 

hitherto explored, in any substantive depth, the ways that our relationship to space informs how 

we conceptualize who we are and how we relate to those around us.38 Along these lines, I turn to 

Marya Schechtman, whose account of personhood in my opinion serves as a very useful starting 

point for thinking about the fundamental interconnections of personhood, cultural practice, and 

space.  

Schechtman argues that persons are distinguished as the kinds of creatures that they are 

on the basis of characteristic lives they lead. To be a person is to live a person life, the 

paradigmatic representation of which we encounter in the development of enculturated lives that 

we and many around us live. The typical person life begins with a period of social dependence, 

in the form of a child demanding attention and care from a parent or a caretaker. Over time, the 

 
38 As Mark Lance pointed out on an earlier draft of this chapter, neo-Hegelian approaches do emphasize the sociality 

of personhood while simultaneously incorporating cognition as a central criterion of normative agency. This is a 

positive development among cognitivists. That said, I am not entirely convinced yet that such accounts would fair 

significantly better than their predecessors in accommodating the worries I discuss throughout this chapter. The crux 

of the issue is this: Do cognitively disabled individuals have the same moral status as non-disabled individuals? If 

they do, then why not just regard them as persons in the same way that we do non-disabled individuals?   
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need for this kind of support abates, as the formerly dependent creature begins to develop the 

capacities that allow them to live autonomous lives. According to this view, person-lives 

familiarly compromise friendships and familial bonds, tribal and community participation, and 

practically and normatively significant relationships that run parallel to the development of a 

person’s social and (to some extent) cognitive capacities. In this sense, the development of 

agential capacities and those of increasingly complex identities and interpersonal relationships 

are two sides of the same coin. It is in part by virtue of developing and enhancing these 

capacities that we can enter subtly more and more complicated relationships with one another; 

social bonds that simultaneously help us bootstrap and scaffold a continually refined and revised 

sense of self. In Schechtman’s words:  

In order to develop psychologically and physically as human persons typically do, it is 

necessary to mature in an environment that provides the proper scaffolding and social 

support for such development. By the same token, there are particular psychological 

capacities that are required if one is to engage in the more sophisticated kinds of 

interpersonal interactions found in a standard person life. (2014, 112)  

 

According to this view, then, a person-life is composed of three elements. Firstly, there are 

attributes of the person, or those physical and psychological capacities that the person 

individually possesses. Secondly, there are activities and interactions that externally make up a 

person’s daily life. Thirdly, and most importantly for my purposes, there is the social and cultural 

infrastructure of personhood, or those institutions and interactions that define the space where 

the everyday activities that populate our lives become possible.  

 Schechtman maintains that to understand a person’s life, or the characteristic set of 

activities that distinguish us as persons, we have to not only understand the activities and 

relationships that define a person’s life, but also the stable background conditions that make such 

activities and relationships possible in the first place. According to Schechtman, this background 

infrastructure impresses on our ways of life an understanding “about what (who) gets brought 
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into the form of life that is personhood” (Ibid, 113). When we encounter people in our everyday 

interactions, we rarely consider whether they really are a person. Naturally, we might wonder 

whether someone is a person like us, but we rarely dispute the basic fact of personhood. In other 

words, when you and I ordinarily interact, unless I have reasons to suspect otherwise, I 

reflexively assume you are a person in at least some of the same basic ways that I am—you 

participate in society, you have friends, you go to parties, you shop at the grocery store, and so 

on.39 For Schechtman, this kind of implicit expectation that another is a person results from a 

seamlessly developed background understanding of who is and is not a person, which is built 

into and made possible by the social and cultural infrastructure of the spaces we inhabit. I will 

have more to say later about how we are inducted into such spaces, and the boundaries that 

delimit them, but for now it bears emphasizing that this social and cultural infrastructure defines 

the boundaries of who counts as a person. On this account, ontological questions about the nature 

of personhood are not independent of the practical and normative considerations about how 

persons live. Rather, such considerations define the boundaries of the spaces where we encounter 

persons and bear importantly on considerations about who is and is not regarded as a person and 

how they are accordingly treated. As Schechtman puts the point, our social and cultural 

understandings, as institutionalized in the infrastructure of practices that we ordinarily participate 

in, define a “person-space” by “setting the broad parameters within which interpersonal 

 
39 Think about the kind of Men in Black scenario. Unless you are an alien donning a human costume, I ordinarily do 

not have to examine and evaluate whether you are really a person. I just presume that you are one, even if I have 

reasons to believe we are dissimilar in deep, fundamental ways. I do this partially on the conviction that you interact 

with the world in some of the similar ways that I do and that such interactions are populated with person-

characteristic activities. That said, the question of how deep our differences run do often influence people’s 

perceptions of the extent to which we all should enjoy the same entitlements. This is an influence of ideology, which 

represents a material obfuscation of what is morally valuable. On the account developed in this dissertation, 

ideological beliefs are problematic beliefs about who belongs where.   
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interactions take place” (Ibid, 114). Being regarded as a person, or being accorded the status of 

personhood, is thus importantly a question of whether we can enter and navigate person-spaces.  

 Allow me to demonstrate what a person-space is by returning to a recurring theme of the 

present discussion—the question of whether someone in a cognitively incapacitated state is a 

person. For Lockeans, recall that psychological continuity was the central benchmark of 

personhood. But as mentioned earlier, such views often entail a moral intrinsicalism that 

routinely conflates the ontological and the normative components of personhood. Furthermore, 

and perhaps somewhat troublingly, I suggested that this metaphysical criterion of personhood 

could result in the ethically unsavory conclusion that someone who does not possess self-

awareness is not a person and thus should not be regarded as such. As far as the person lying 

comatose on the hospital bed goes, Lockeans believe that the patient is no longer a person, 

especially if we cannot point to any grounded hope of restoring psychological continuity to them. 

But such a conclusion would, on the one hand, problematically exclude entire classes of humans 

from claims to personhood, while on the other engender metaphysical mysteries about the 

relationship between personhood and animality. Animalism purported to address and redress 

specifically this worry but gave rise to a similarly awkward claim, where considerations about 

the normativity of personhood are entirely divorced from considerations about metaphysical 

identity. The comatose patient is biologically identical to its former self, insofar as they are the 

same animal organism, but this has no relation to how we ought to react to the demise of a loved 

one.  

For the most part, Schechtman is an animalist. Nonetheless, she finds both standard 

variants of animalism and cognitivism deeply unappealing, insofar as neither animalists nor 

Lockeans can accommodate the ways we ordinarily interact with one another. When we interact 
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with each other in the familiar spaces of everyday life, we do not do so as animals first and 

persons second. Rather, in the lives of enculturated humans, it is the infusion of practical tasks 

and concerns with animal activities that gives our interactions their personal flavor. Importantly, 

such interactions are only meaningful insofar as they take place within the socially and culturally 

articulated boundaries of how we ordinarily do things—boundaries that often have normative 

significance insofar as they dictate how we ought to interact with one another. To be a person 

thus requires a place in this complex of socially, culturally, and normatively rich relationships, 

where we recognize others as beings like us and are recognized as such in return.   

To see even more concretely what this means, think about dining with friends at a 

restaurant. When you are eating out with friends, you are not merely participating in the 

biological ritual of eating for the sake of survival. Neither is this activity one of ascertaining 

whether your friends are psychologically continuous with their former selves. Put simply, these 

are not considerations that are germane to whether or not you derive joy and meaning from being 

around friends. Of course, on some very obvious level you are in fact participating in a deeply 

biological ritual, and also hoping that your friends are the same people that you have always 

known and delighted in interacting with. But what really defines the significance of this social 

occasion is the fact that you are breaking bread with friends and doing so within the bounds of 

what defines such an occasion as a gathering of friends. That is, you are enjoying food and 

drinks with a group of familiar people, doing so over amusing anecdotes and overdue updates, 

against the background of a shared commitment to some vaguely articulable principles of 

friendship. In this example the activity of eating with friends, which is undeniably a biological 

exercise conditioned on the hope that your friends are the same people as before, derives its 

characteristic significance from the fact that all the different elements of dining with friends are 
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seamlessly interconnected and infused into the form that eating takes—all of which take place 

within what, drawing on Schechtman, I refer to as person-space. On my account, being regarded 

as a person minimally requires entry into person-spaces. But whether someone is admitted into 

such spaces is fundamentally a matter of whether they represent sites around which socially 

characteristic activities could be organized. Let me unpack all of this.  

Person-space encloses the boundaries of all those characteristic activities that distinguish 

our lives as meaningful. They refer to spaces where typically we are cared for and loved in life’s 

early stages; where we in turn are expected to reciprocate this love and care for others as we 

mature; where we fall in love, experience heartbreak, and find deep meaning in bonds of 

companionship; where we experience loss and rely on the support of doting comrades to weather 

unavoidable tragedies; where we may come to believe that life is the design of a higher power, or 

a remarkable tableau colorfully constructed from clashes of natural forces; where we learn to 

cherish and challenge tradition, and devise new ones that will be cherished and challenged by 

those that come after us. In short, person-space is where we live and relate to one another, doing 

so because we are inexorably situated in rich social and cultural matrices that define the 

backgrounds of our lives. But there are no person-spaces without persons. The boundaries of the 

person-space are defined and refined by its inhabitants and the person-lives that these creatures 

lead. Conversely, there are no people without the lives, rituals, traditions, institutions, and 

activities that populate person-space. In this sense, persons and person-spaces are co-

constitutive—persons exist only insofar as they are emplaced within the person-space, and 

person-space exists only insofar as it is populated by persons.  

So, where does this leave the comatose patient or the severely cognitively disabled? Does 

entry into person-space require a fundamental and person-characteristic capacity for self-
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awareness and moral agency? I am heavily inclined to think that such is not the case, though 

under unusual circumstances, like cases of sudden and severe illness, the question is a fair one to 

consider. While in everyday interactions we do not effortfully ponder the issue of whether 

someone is a person like us, in many instances we do have to reflect on the nature of such 

relations. My relation to my father, for example, was ordinarily that of a son to his father. 

However, the very last time my father set his gaze on me he simply had no awareness of where 

he was, who he was, and whom he was looking at. In short, there were no person-characteristic 

activities in which he could participate, and thus he did not typify the kind of personhood that 

many of us do. That said, how we typically relate to each other qua persons is deeply influenced 

by the background cultural scripts, norms, and structures of intimacy that infuse our relationships 

with personal significance. Accordingly, my thinking about whether my father was still a person, 

someone for whom I cared with boundless love, was guided in large part by the profound 

emotional bond that distinguished us as father and son. On the other hand, in those final 

moments of his life, I also recognized that the comatose patient lying on the hospital bed was in 

many ways not the person I had come to identify as my father—though I still could regard him as 

a moral being and someone for whom I cared deeply, I also acknowledged that this person was, 

in many regards, a diminished version of its earlier self. At least in terms of how I typically 

regarded and related to him.   

This brings me back to the issue of stances, which I introduced in the previous chapter. 

The question of personhood, in my view, is in crucial ways a matter of the stance that we adopt 

toward someone—an embodied orientation that makes sense within the spaces where they are 

adopted. While for Schechtman terminology of space and person-spaces is mostly abstract and 

figurative, I maintain that such language should be interpreted literally. The bounds of 
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personhood, according to Schechtman, are delineated in the cultural understanding of what it 

means to participate in person-life forms. In my view, however, culture comprises particular 

configurations of material practice that are always spatially organized.40 In instances of systemic 

injustice, in particular, this spatiality of material and cultural practices is most markedly on 

display. I will come back to this point in the next chapter but, as an example, consider the odious 

and institutionalized practices of race- and gender- based segregation. Within such practices, 

norms of interpersonal interaction are defined in ways that enforce a particularized and 

problematic understanding of who can occupy what space—a very literally enforced normative 

understanding of which groups should take up which spaces. In daily practice, such 

enforcements and regulatory norms assume the form of encouraging uninhibited movement 

among some groups, and restricting the movement of others, by configuring and structuring 

actual spaces in ways that reflect institutionalized attitudes about whose rights are fundamental 

and whose are not. That is, through policing movement and structuring space in ways that accord 

with an understanding that members of some groups can travel freely between and within some 

spaces, whereas members of other groups are prohibited from doing so. Let me demonstrate this 

point through an example. 

February 26, 2021 marked the ninth anniversary of the death of Trayvon Martin, the 17-

year-old Black teenager whose was life cut short when George Zimmerman, a neighborhood 

watch captain for a gated community in Florida, shot and killed Martin as he was walking back 

from a convenience store. The death of Martin immediately inspired nationwide conversations 

about racism and criminal justice reform. For example, the then President of the United States, 

Barack Obama, said that Martin could have been his son or even himself 35 years prior. Rev. Al 

 
40 Recall that my view of culture is deeply informed by the work of Haslanger on cultural agency and cultural techné 

(2017).  
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Sharpton led large caravans of protestors in solidarity with Martin and his family. And media 

mogul Oprah Winfrey powerfully remarked that Martin’s death reminded her of the brutal 

murder and lynching of the 14-year-old Emmet Till in 1955.  

Although Zimmerman had killed an unarmed teenager, he was shortly released by the 

police on the grounds that he had acted in self-defense and that no evidence had been found to 

contradict his claims. Zimmerman claimed that Martin attacked him by throwing him to the 

ground, climbing on top of him, and beating his head against the sidewalk. Zimmerman even 

alleged that Martin specifically told him that he was going to die. Accordingly, Zimmerman 

claimed that he feared for his life and acted to save himself. As later evidence revealed, however, 

Zimmerman had called 911 and reported Martin as a “suspicious person,” and even though he 

was expressly instructed to leave the teenager alone, he then proceeded to chase, confront, and 

ultimately kill Martin. The following exchange between Zimmerman and the 911 operator is 

particularly noteworthy:  

Zimmerman: Hey, we’ve had some break-ins in my neighborhood, and there’s a real 

suspicious guy, uh, [near] Retreat View Circle, um, the best address I can give you is 111 

Retreat View Circle. This guy looks like he’s up to no good, or he’s on drugs or 

something. It’s raining and he’s just walking around, looking about.  

 

Dispatcher: OK, and this guy is he white, black, or Hispanic?  

 

Zimmerman: He looks black.  

 

Dispatcher: Did you see what he was wearing?  

 

Zimmerman: Yeah. A dark hoodie, like a grey hoodie, and either jeans or sweatpants and 

white tennis shoes. He’s [unintelligible] he was just starting. . .  

 

Dispatcher: OK, he’s just walking around the area. . .  

 

Zimmerman: . . . looking at all the houses.  

 

As this portion of the transcript indicates, Martin’s perceived crime was simply seeming out of 

place. He had not done anything to raise Zimmerman’s suspicions, aside from the fact that he 
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was walking around a gated community where he was seen as a possible intruder. In fact, as 

Frank Taaffe, one of Zimmerman’s white neighbors and a man who served on the neighborhood 

watch alongside Zimmerman, would later put it explicitly during an interview, Martin raised 

Zimmerman’s suspicions because he was out of place in the neighborhood: 

Interviewer: Frank what made him look suspicious—what made him look suspicious in 

your mind, just because he was walking through your yard? 

Taaffe: Because he was out of place. George knew he didn’t live there. He was out of place. 

He was out of place. (Angela Onwuachi-Willig, 2017) 

 Note the emphasis that Taaffe places on Martin having been out of place, repeatedly. Martin was 

perceived as an intruder because he was out of place. Martin was confronted because he was out 

of place. Martin even deserved to die, according to Taaffe, because he was out of place. His 

identity and fate, in this way, were determined for him in accordance with where he was. And 

there is a philosophical explanation to be offered here.  

As Sara Ahmed (2002) has argued, racialization is a process that takes place across time 

and space, where identity is invested with a significance that is indexed to the spatial and 

temporal juncture that one inhabits. Likewise, in the case of being Black and the processes of 

racialization contained therein, Martin did not become an object of Zimmerman’s murderous 

unease because of the way he looked—it is entirely conceivable that in another context their 

interaction would not have resulted in Martin’s tragic murder. In their actual interaction, 

however, what mattered to Zimmerman was the fact that Martin appeared out of place, simply 

walking and looking around a gated community where a Black hooded teenager represented an 

unacceptable intrusion onto private and protected property. Martin’s sole crime was specifically 

taking up space in this context, where his presence was not recognized as welcomed within the 

boundaries of the gated community. Thus, his very existence and movements, giving rise to the 
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impression that he was out of place, were invested with an ominous meaning that it otherwise 

would not have had in, say, a Black neighborhood. In short, Martin was not regarded as a fellow 

person, because he was perceived as incongruous with the spaces of his immediate environs, and 

his death resulted from this perceived spatial incongruity.   

The point of this example is as follows. Being regarded as a person is first and foremost a 

matter of admission into a person-space, a socially and culturally delimited space where you can 

see me as someone whose ways of life are broadly familiar to you, and where I am seen as a 

person, rather than an object of suspicion that requires management. But this space is not abstract 

or metaphoric. Rather, it is materially real and spatially delimited, much like the space of a gated 

community. Thus, to gain admission into person-space is not a matter of demonstrating 

conceptual mastery of abstract rules and norms; it is primarily a matter of concretely occupying a 

place in person-characteristic ways of life and of being regarded as appropriately placed therein.  

Let me put the same point a little differently. Persons are unique, insofar as they 

constitute a class of concretely situated creatures whose lives are characteristically defined and 

regulated by participation in practices that are socially structured. You get up in the morning and 

go to work; you are expected to do something of productive value at work; you clock out at a 

certain hour and go back to your home, perhaps even to a family; you are expected to look after 

and provide for said family; you check on parents and relatives from time to time; in your 

interaction with others, at the grocery store for example, you are expected to behave politely, and 

so on. All of these practices, as mundane and ordinary as they might seem, are regulated around 

a set of expectations that reflect a cultural consensus about how one ought to behave in various 

contexts, especially in relation to other people. As such, these practices are deeply normative in 

their character. But there is no inborn knowledge of how you should participate in everyday 
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social life. Rather, you acquire this normative expertise by occupying a place in spaces where 

demonstrating such forms of expertise are implicitly or explicitly demanded. It is this normative 

expertise, which one acquires through participation in the practices of shared life, that we believe 

distinguishes us from other creatures. But on my view, this normative expertise has a 

fundamentally spatial logic, insofar as it can only be acquired through occupying a place in 

person-space and developing some understanding of what it means to move within such a space.  

Furthermore, this view of personhood has a particular attraction as compared with its 

Lockean and animalists counterparts discussed earlier. On this view, even if one cannot 

demonstrate what I am referring to as normative expertise, due to various kinds of incapacitation, 

you are still not excluded from considerations about personhood because you can be 

appropriately regarded as someone whose existence in the person-space matters to the person-

characteristic activities of those around you. As Eva Kittay (2005) has poignantly argued, this is 

because someone with severe cognitive disabilities is still somebody’s daughter, son, father, 

husband, or friend—roles that give our identities and lives their characteristic and embodied 

meanings. In this sense, being regarded a person is importantly a matter of occupying a position 

in “human practices of personhood,” those disparate and diverse classes of activities that give 

our interactions with one another their special, personal significance (Hilde Lindemann 2014, 19-

20).  

To be a person on my account thus minimally requires the satisfaction of the following 

criteria: (i) human embodiment; (ii) the recognition on the part of some others that such 

embodiment represents a broadly familiar condition; and (iii) the understanding that embodiment 
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is situated within person-space and is a site of which person-characteristic activities.41 I believe a 

view akin to mine is what Cora Diamond has in mind when she writes:  

[…] merely being human has a role in moral thought, a role quite different from that of 

properties like sentience or rationality or the capacity for moral personality. We expect to 

be able to see a sense of what human life is in people otherwise greatly different from 

ourselves, people who perhaps give that sense quite different sorts of expression. Our 

own sense of life can enter our judgments and responses to thing in their life.  

In some forms of ethical thought, these ideas, these responses, are at the centre. And our 

moral life would in fact have a different overall look to it were these ideas and responses 

to disappear. But philosophical ethics goes on for the most part as if there were nothing 

of all this to disappear. (1991, 59)  

 

For Diamond, there is something deeply unique about merely being human and sharing in the 

distinctively human ways of life, which is why ordinarily we can relate to those around us on the 

expectation that they are people like us. This strikes me as exactly right, but what bears 

emphasizing is that this expectation rides on the recognition that other people share in our 

embodiment and that this embodiment represents a situated site around which person-

characteristic activities are organized.   

Some important questions arise at this juncture. First, does the view I have presented 

here, in particular the claim that a basic and fundamental requirement of personhood is entry into 

person-spaces, entail that if we deny someone admission into such spaces they cease to be a 

person? This is an important question. In the case of incarcerated persons, for example, many 

individuals behind bars today in the United States have been completely isolated from the spaces 

and practices of ordinary social life. Does this mean they have ceased to be persons? As I see it, 

the answer here is both yes and no. Insofar as such persons are banished to carceral facilities 

where possibilities for social contact are dramatically diminished and heavily regulated, such 

 
41 How many others need to recognize that someone is a person to satisfy (ii) above? This is not an easy question to 

settle. For example, is the recognition of one other enough? How about ten others? One hundred? The answer here, 

in my view, partially depends on what kind of influence those others wield culturally. At a minimum, I would argue, 

the recognition must infiltrate and somewhat saturate the cultural mainstream. If others recognize you as a person 

without that recognition reaching the mainstream cultural airwaves it is disputable whether you are a person.  
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persons do suffer a serious diminishment of their personhood, often to the point that they 

dissociate from what and who they are completely. But importantly, we can (and should) object 

that such practices are morally unacceptable—that incarcerated persons are persons and thereby 

should be treated as such. How we can engage in such acts of moral contestation, from within 

cultures that systematically obscure what is morally valuable, is a question that I cannot address 

in this chapter. Nonetheless, I maintain that effective moral critique and protest must always take 

place from within such spaces. Again, the broader conclusion here might seem deeply troubling. 

My argument does entail that those who are pushed to the margins of person-spaces, or 

altogether excluded from them, suffer in their personhood. In fact, some such persons cease to be 

persons due to having little to no access to person-characteristic activities. And for the purposes 

of arousing and inspiring moral protest, I do hope this conclusion troubles the reader. But there is 

another, similarly important issue that I still have not yet addressed. How exactly do we come to 

acquire a place in the person-space to begin with? In other words, how do we become people, if 

we interpret personhood along the lines that I am suggesting here, where being a person is the 

condition of occupying a place in culturally delimited spaces of shared life? In short, how does 

one get inducted into person-space?  

The standard Kantian response to this question argues that persons are normatively self-

constituting creatures (Korsgaard 1996, 2009, 2013). According to this view, personhood is 

distinguished by the unique capacity of human animals to make moral demands on themselves, 

and to evaluate the grounds of their beliefs and moral commitments through action. I will refer to 

this view as constitutivism about personhood, where, broadly speaking, someone is a person 

because the norms that internally guide their actions constitute what and who they are. As I see 

it, constitutivism gets quite a bit right about moral agency and personhood, but it mistakenly 
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dissociates personhood from the social, material, and cultural practices that fundamentally 

distinguish our ways of life. So, what I want to discuss now is a different view of the constitution 

of personhood. This view is Kukla’s (2000) account of constitutive misrecognition, or 

misrecognitive constitutivism, according to which we develop into personhood through social 

practices where we are already regarded as persons and subsequently are bootstrapped into this 

condition through repeatedly misrecognizing ourselves as already having been a person. I will 

first present this view in its broad contours but will then tweak it somewhat to emphasize that 

constitutive misrecognition is a process of person-development that fundamentally takes place 

through spatially embedded normative practices. In particular, I claim that personhood is 

fundamentally a construct of where we take up space in the world, quite literally, and of whether 

we are regarded by those around us, who already occupy these spaces, as persons.   

4. Constitutively Misrecognized People 

 

Personhood is a package concept that refers to a whole host of capacities, most centrally 

among them the capacity to participate in normatively structured interactions with other people, 

which often take place through discursively rich exchanges. For instance, if you act in a way that 

I perceive as harmful, I could demand that you behave otherwise. But when I make such a simple 

normative demand, I am presupposing that you are the kind of creature who is responsive to 

demands like that in the first place. This is because I presume that you occupy a place, to use 

Wilfrid Sellars’ famous locution, in the space of reasons like I do—that we inhabit a shared 

normative milieu, that is, where we can demand things from one another and typically expect 

that those to whom we are addressing ourselves are capable of appreciating the content of such 

demands. The normative space is thus a space where we can mutually agree that some types of 

actions are permissible and conducive to living socially, whereas others are impermissible and 
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hinder such ways of life. So, how does this happen? How do we get inducted into the spaces 

where such forms of normative exchange standardly take place?  

 Kukla (2000) has argued that this socialization into personhood takes place through a 

process of constitutive misrecognition. To develop this account, Kukla draws on the work of 

French theorist Louis Althusser. Borrowing from Althusser’s account of subjectivity in his 

influential “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatus” (1971), Kukla asserts that personhood is 

constituted through a process of misrecognition, by way of which:  

[…] authoritative subjects (mis)recognize a (potential) subject as already bound by norms 

and capable of negotiating normative space, and in turn the subject (mis)recognizes 

herself as properly identified in that recognition, and as already having been the subject 

she is recognized as being. (Kukla Ibid, 167)  

 

Misrecognition is a strange self-fulfilling process in this way, but it is one that Kukla maintains 

normatively constitutes and produces subjects, insofar as it misrecognitively recruits them into 

the normative space of personhood. For Althusser and Kukla, the paradigmatic instances of this 

kind of ideological subjectification take place through vocative speech acts such as hailing or 

interpellation. Put simply, to hail someone is to call on them—to signal to them that they have 

been recognized and to expect that they will acknowledge this recognition and reciprocate it. 

Thus, a mundane act of hailing someone through saying “Hello!” or “Salam!” takes place against 

an elaborate and particularized normative background.  

For example, when I say to my partner “Hello, Elspeth”, I am not merely drawing 

attention to a subject in the world identifiable as ‘Elspeth’. Rather, I am calling upon a person, in 

this instance Elspeth, to recognize that she has been seen and recognized by me. In addition, I am 

expecting that she will recognize me in exchange. The pragmatic structure of hailing is thus a 

complex one, insofar as I cannot hail someone unless there is someone to be hailed, because a 

central part of what my hailing expresses is this recognition, accompanied concomitantly by the 
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expectation that the person being recognized should recognize me in turn.42 As such, the speech 

act of hailing someone expresses both a recognition of a given fact, namely that there is a person 

to be hailed, and the demand that the person hailed recognizes that they are bound by the 

normative authority of the hail to recognize that they have been recognized and to reciprocate as 

such. So, when I say “Hi, Elspeth!” I am both conveying to Elspeth that she has been recognized 

as the subject of my hail, and demanding that Elspeth recognize that she is bound by the norms 

regulating such acts of hailing, in turn recognizing my recognition by saying something like “Hi, 

Keyvan!” back to me.43  

 However, according to Kukla, in acknowledging the appropriateness of my hailing, 

Elspeth is not just being recognized, but she also has been called to become the “normatively 

defined” self that she is (Ibid 168). More specifically, she recognizes the act of hailing as 

reflecting already-true facts about who she is and the norms that socially bind her by virtue of 

such a fact. So, while my hailing Elspeth might seem like a simple acknowledgement of another, 

it also conveys a primal and premature conviction that Elspeth will be able to participate in 

normative exchanges. In other words, I am demanding that Elspeth behave as if she were already 

someone who could recognize the authority of my demands and behave in ways that reflect this 

recognition. And this is precisely where the process of recognition becomes one of 

misrecognition. In hailing Elspeth, I demand that Elspeth recognize and respond to my 

recognizing her. Most importantly, I also demand that “a fact become true in the form of an 

acknowledgement that it already was true” (Kukla Ibid, 169). This is the fact that Elspeth is the 

 
42 As Kukla and Mark Lance note in their book (2009), such instances of hailing need not take place in direct 

interaction and perception. For example, these days we can also hail each other on the internet, through instant 

messaging or email or other similarly communicative channels.  
43 This is why if someone were to snub me in response to a hail, I would be led to believe that something is amiss, 

feeling compelled to figure out why and possibily offer some kind of rectification. This is to say that such mundane 

speech acts like saying “Hello!” can carry all sorts of epistemic and normative freight.  
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kind of creature who responds to the normative expectations of being hailed, a state of affairs 

that I pretend to be true before it actually has obtained. Likewise, in acknowledging me, Elspeth 

will recognize herself as someone who was always already bound by the authority of the 

expectation being conveyed through my act of hailing.44 In Kukla’s view, it is through this 

process of mutual misrecognition that we get socialized into the normative demands of 

personhood and get constituted into the kinds of persons that we are and believe ourselves to 

be—and hence the designation constitutive misrecognition.  

To offer another example, think about how we typically interact with children, especially 

when they behave obstreperously. When a child misbehaves, we usually wag our finger at them 

and tell them that their actions were unacceptable. But of course, we are not doing this on the 

expectation that they will grasp the moral judgment we are attributing to their mischievousness. 

Overtime, however, parents and caretakers do typically hope that children will develop the 

capacity to respond to moral praise and sanction, insofar as they are repeatedly treated as the 

kind of creatures that already possess the ability to recognize the authority of social and moral 

norms. This developmental hope is manifest in the ways that we treat children of varying ages. 

We tend to adopt a lenient attitude toward unruly behavior among toddlers, whereas we respond 

to similar instances of undesirable behavior far more sternly among, say, adolescents. This is 

because we hope that adolescents have already begun to recognize and see themselves as the 

kinds of agents that can be held to moral account, whereas with a 3-year-old we merely want to 

impress on them the fact that transgressive conduct will elicit social and moral censure. Once a 

toddler transitions into older age, however, our impressions of them as bearers of responsibility 

 
44 This is, I think, also why we sometimes wave at someone on the street if we mistakenly think they are waving at 

us. We already presuppose that we are in the kind of relationship where such norms of reciprocity are binding, even 

before this presumption has actually been verified.  
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upgrade analogously, because we are more optimistic that they can grasp the normative 

expectations that now socially bind them. And with the ultimate transition into adulthood, we 

begin to treat these individuals with the confidence that they are generally sensitive to what is 

normatively acceptable and what is not, interacting with them as if they are persons who can 

respond to the authority of the norms that regulate interpersonal interactions.  

 Thus, being a person on this account entails having a specific normative status, where 

persons are the kinds of creatures that we can expect to respond to the normative authority of 

expectations, beliefs, customs, rules, and practices that structure shared life. Becoming a person, 

along these lines, involves the interpersonal repetition of a “mythical structure where we become 

bound in the proper [normative] way by being recognized and recognizing ourselves as already 

having been bound” (Kukla Ibid, 168). This process is one of constitutive misrecognition 

because the misrecognition of who we are and the constitution of who we are take place 

concurrently. Put differently, there is no ontological or normative ordering to the process of 

becoming a person—we are people insofar as we are recognized as such in the interactions that 

express the recognition that we are a person, and in turn through misrecognizing ourselves as 

always already having been the kind of person that we are being recognized as. The mutual 

misrecognition is thus constitutive, insofar as the act of premature recognition demands living up 

to that which is being recognized, whose every iteration and repetition molds us into that which 

we are expected to be. Being and becoming a person, in short, is a process through which we are 

interpellatively inducted into a shared normative space—the space where interactions between 

agents are regulated according to the shared recognition of the authority of extant norms, which 

we recognize as authoritative only insofar as we recognize ourselves as being the kinds of 

creatures who are (or could be) normatively bound.  
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This account is generally amenable to what I earlier called constitutivism about agency, 

especially to the account of personhood that has been developed in the work of someone like 

Korsgaard. The normative legitimacy of our actions, on this account of constitutive 

misrecognition, is simultaneously recognized and constituted through action, and in particular 

through speech acts that pervade social interactions. Importantly, it is through the operations of 

such interpellative acts that ideology acquires the authority it exerts on everyday subjects—this 

is the account of the pragmatic function of ideology that Kukla originally attributes to Althusser. 

In subsequent work, Kukla has developed an account of ideology that, in my opinion, nicely 

complements this account of personhood. Much of what I will say next will expand on this 

account, but I offer two original emendations that will make this conception of personhood even 

more appealing. First, I maintain that being regarded as a person does not always require that this 

recognition is reciprocated. While standard interactions between cognitively abled agents are 

founded on discursive reciprocity, I maintain that the mere recognition that someone is a person 

is sufficient to grant them access into person-space. This is to say that someone can be one-

sidedly brought into person-spaces, without the correlative expectation that they participate in 

person-characteristic activities.45 Thus, my account of personhood will somewhat lower the 

threshold for being regarded as a person, insofar as you can recognize someone as a person 

without expecting that they do the same back discursively. Second, I want to improve upon 

Kukla’s account here by emphasizing that constitutive misrecognition is always a spatial and 

spatializing process. On this altered account, being recognized as a person is a recognition of the 

fact that someone either does or could occupy the same literal space as you—it is a way of 

 
45 This is not a diminished form of personhood, rather it is a different variety. What I mean is that to insist on the 

personhood of the cognitively disabled is not the same as insisting on the personhood of incarcerated individuals. 

These are two different stances, as it were.  
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relating to another that recognizes that they could take up space in your ways of life. In my view, 

this is an important part of the explanation for why patterns of behaviors and policies that seem 

discriminatory to us always seek to achieve their intended effects through gerrymandering spatial 

access and gatekeeping basic rights of movement. The right to take up space is absolutely 

foundational to who we are as persons.  

5. Space and Ideology 
 

  In my view, persons with divergent neuro or developmental trajectories are persons, in 

much the same way that I related to my father as a person in the late stages of his life. During 

this point of his life, I took an active interest in his daily needs because he no longer could 

administer them on his own. I personally shaved his beard and trimmed his mustache; I held and 

caressed his hand as he slept; on occasion I read to him, even though he had no grasp of words; I 

cleaned his stool when I did not feel comfortable letting others do so; I changed his bed sheets 

and his gown, and I daily washed his face. During none of these encounters did it occur to me 

that he was not a person. In fact, as far as I was concerned, his personhood was in many ways 

even more pronounced, because it fundamentally required the care and support of another. 

Furthermore, I still related to him as my father and the recipient of a love and affection that he 

once reciprocally would, but no longer could, offer me. As such, he was not pushed to the 

margins of that space of love and concern that him and I had once mutually shared. Rather, he 

became even a more significant site of solicitude and affection within this space, given that he 

now had to depend on the help of those that loved and cared for him.  

 On the view of personhood that I adapted from Schechtman, one of the key conditions of 

personhood was admission into person-space, or the space of material practices and institutions 

that defines the boundaries of what we do in our lives and how we relate to one another. For 
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many of us, the paradigmatic representation of living a person-life is the life of the individual 

who psychologically and materially outgrows the dependencies of childhood, transitioning 

thereafter into a life of relative autonomy and self-control in adulthood. But while the lives of 

disabled individuals might not constitute such paradigmatic instances of a person-life, it is 

undeniable that such individuals are still regarded as persons by those who recognize them as 

such and hold them protectively close. This is because a crucial element of personhood, on my 

account, is that one is recognized as possessing a person by those close to them. This entails 

seeing another as an embodied presence in person-space, and as a site of life around which 

person-characteristic activities can be organized. Such activities can include, as in my own case, 

reading to someone who might not have a grasp of language; recognizing their name and 

referring to them accordingly; looking after their most basic physical needs, such as nutrition and 

sleep; organizing birthday parties and family events for them; and accepting that they occupy a 

place of deep emotional and narrative significance in our lives. Insofar as I can envision the 

possibility of organizing such activities around the presence of another in person-space, even 

though their life may not exemplify the typical trajectory of a person-life, I can recognize and 

regard them as a person and afford them a status as one.  

 And again, it is important here to emphasize that I am talking about the literal, concrete, 

embodied spaces in which we daily traffic and dwell. Insofar as we can envision that a fellow 

human could inhabit such spaces alongside us, and in some capacity participate in the 

characteristic activities that define the boundaries of these spaces, it would seem fairly natural to 

us to regard them as a person. As Schechtman puts this point:  

[…] the implicit assumption that a human is a person is not primarily an assumption 

specifically that this individual will develop forensic capacities, but rather that this 

individual is “one of us,” suited to living the kind of life we lead and being engaged in 

the kinds of interactions that we engage in. It is not at all arbitrary to assume this of all 
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other humans, despite the fact that not all other humans will be able to instantiate every 

element of a typical person life (2014, 124). 

 

Schecthman here is picking on an important feature of relating to another qua person. As 

Wittgenstein writes in The Philosophical Investigations, our attitudes toward one another rarely 

reflect beliefs about whether we really are persons (2009, PPF §§19-22). Rather, insofar as we 

relate to one another as persons, especially in actual and embodied interactions, we do so on the 

basis of the (mis)recognition that we are alike in many ways, that we could live alongside one 

another, and that our lives are distinguished by the activities that populate them. Of course, such 

ways of relating to one another are deeply ideologically tainted, which I will shortly discuss in 

conclusion. That said, how we fundamentally relate to one another in daily life has significantly 

less to do with considerations like “Is this a being with an ontology like mine?” and much more 

to do with a consideration like “Is this a creature that belongs in the same space as I do?” This is 

why many of us comfortably regard those with severe cognitive disabilities as persons and could 

not imagine doing so otherwise.46 However, such disputes about personhood are not uncommon 

because our entry into person-space is fundamentally mediated through operations of ideology. 

We learn how to maneuver the boundaries of material practices partially through learning how to 

ideologically maneuver ourselves—or even more optimistically, through leaning how not to 

orient ourselves under the influence of ideology. Let me unpack this a bit further.  

 
46 Let me address a potential objection here. If personhood depends crucially on facts about how we regard or treat 

those that inhabit the same spaces that we do, then the difference between non-persons and persons seems to be too 

philosophically thin. On this account a corgi would seem to be a person, no? I have two responses here. Firstly, it is 

not entirely clear to me that we treat persons and corgis in the same way; our attitudes toward the two converge in 

many deep ways, but there are also some notable sites of difference. But secondly, and if it turns out some people 

relate to their dogs identically as they would to a person, then I see no particularly good reason why a corgi could 

not be a person. My account does require human embodiment as a key ingredient of personhood, but I am not 

entirely hostile to the idea that personhood could be extended to non-human embodiment. Personally, I prefer that 

we restrict the concept only to humans, or at most humans and other primtaes, lest our biases about personhood 

interfere with our understanding other uniquely animal ways of life.    
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Talk of ideology is philosophically multivalent because different authors often mean 

different things when they invoke the concept (Raymond Geuss, 1981). But as Kukla has argued, 

all accounts of ideology emphasize that ideologies are self-producing and that their central 

function is to ontologically reproduce the social conditions of production, or “the social relations 

and identities that maintain the social order” (2018, 8). On the account that Kukla develops, 

which is the one that I will focus on here, ideologies have two particular features. First, Kukla 

rejects the standard mentalistic and cognitivist accounts of ideology—accounts that locate the 

provenance and operation of ideology in mental phenomena. Instead, Kukla claims that 

ideologies are built into the actual material practices and the material environments that we 

routinely inhabit. Second, and more importantly, Kukla contends that ideologies and ideological 

subjects are co-constitutive—insofar as ideology encompasses a web of norms, practices, and 

institutions, whose operations demand that there be practitioners situated within such a web. 

Where do such practitioners come from? Kukla maintains that ideology materially constitutes 

and reproduces its own subjects, and in turn depends on the actions and interactions of these 

subjects to materially survive.   

As discussed earlier, interpellative speech acts such as calls or hails are one of the central 

mechanisms through which ideology recruits its subjects, and these acts in turn reproduce the 

very ideologies that they mask to recruit their subjects. As Kukla puts it, “interpellation 

reproduces ideology by producing the subjects that ideology needs, such as voters, criminals, 

students, women, and the like” (Ibid, 13). This all sounds a little abstract, so naturally we might 

wonder how this all happens at the level of concrete, everyday living? In everyday life, rarely do 

we pause to reflect on the ideological resonances of our actions. Typically, we just go with ‘the 

flow’ and do things as they are usually done, capitulating to a shared and embodied 
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understanding of how we should do things. But this understanding is not primarily enforced 

mentalistically or psychologically. Rather, it is imperceptibly enforced and enacted through the 

practices we participate in customarily, and the material features of environments where these 

practices take place.  

Consider the following example. When a teacher takes attendance at the beginning of 

class, they read the names of their students and each student is expected to call back “Here!” But 

like every speech act, this kind of call and response assumes a very specific normative shape, 

insofar as the student cannot call back by saying “The weather is mighty fine today!” Instead, the 

student has to specifically say “Here!” or “Present!” and in so doing enact the social identity of 

being a student, which is defined in relation to the recognition that someone (a teacher) or an 

institution (the school) wields authority over them. It is through the repetition of this student-like 

conduct that the student ultimately devises for themself the identity of being a student. In other 

words, it is only through repeatedly capitulating to the authority of the teacher and the school, by 

demonstrating this capitulation through subordinating actions, that the student comes to 

recognize themself as a student, or as someone who knows how to behave, react, and move 

within and around spaces where they are regarded as a student.  

But schools are not imaginary places. Rather, a school refers to a particular kind of 

institution, with a particularly defined ensemble of practices and norms whose parameters are 

materially defined and delineated. Let me propose a simple mental exercise to demonstrate this 

point. What comes to your mind when I say ‘school’? More specifically, what would you picture 

if I asked you to think generally about what a school is, or asked you to reflect on your 

experiences of being a student? It is very fair to assume that the images floating about your 

recollections are images of being at an actual place and within real spaces where the experience 
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of being a student had significance in your life—being in the classroom, for example, or eating 

lunch in the cafeteria, or getting drunk with friends in your dorm, or spending miserable hours at 

the library, or walking during graduation. Basically, what I am suggesting here is that the identity 

of being a student was always for you an identity that corresponded to a particular and actual 

place in the world, where that identity was assumed and enacted and reinforced through concrete, 

situated performances. It was through these repeated practices, of being referred to as a student, 

within a very specific space where the authority of those that referred to you as such was 

binding, that the student-identity began to take shape and you began to consider yourself as 

someone to whom the identity applied. In other words, you were constituted as a student within 

an actual place where being a student was an identity that was foisted on you and that you, in 

turn, repeatedly enacted. And this particular identity, if I asked you to reflect back on today, 

could only be made sense of against a background of material practices that you participated in 

only insofar as you were in a place, and a space where participating in such practices was 

required for navigating your material surroundings familiarly and skillfully.  

But this form of concrete situatedness is foundational to the kinds of creatures that we 

are. All of our identities, much like the student-identity, are crafted and constituted spatially and 

within spaces whose boundaries are materially defined. As the common saying goes, we are 

products of our environments. On the view defended here, there is deep philosophical truth in 

this very banal observation. Normative agency is often presumed to be the capacity that 

distinguishes persons from non-persons—it is what distinguishes us as the kinds of unique 

creatures that we are, because we can reflect on the reasons for our actions and deliberate about 

whether we should or should not do something. Along these lines, becoming a person requires 

the development of the capacity for recognizing that we are bound by the authority of norms—
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the capacity for distinguishing between what we should and cannot do. This is what is supposed 

to be sui generis about persons. Along these lines, Mark Lance and Heath White (2007) argue 

that the distinction between persons and non-persons consists in the “distinction between those 

who are members of the rational community, those who are “one of us,” with whom we can 

interact mind-to-mind, and those which are not” (13). I agree and disagree. Lance and White are 

correct to assert that whether someone is a person is in many significant ways contingent on 

whether that someone is one of us. As I see it, however, whether someone is one of us, thereby a 

member of our normative community, is first and foremost a matter of whether they belong in 

the same space as we do—or at least a matter of whether we could envision them inhabit such 

spaces in some of the very basic ways that we do.  

When we recognize someone as a person, we adopt a stance toward them that allows us 

to recognize them as such. Put differently, when we perceive another creature as a person, we 

materially orient ourselves in a way that allows us to see them as someone like us. Crucially, 

when we relate to another in this way, we are not effortfully pondering whether they really are a 

person or not. Rather, we are relating to them as a presence in our midst, and we do this 

effortlessly on a very basic embodied level. This is because we are creatures that are doomed to 

embodiment, and accordingly all that we do takes place from within similar embodied 

orientations. Thus construed, a stance is a way of bodily orienting oneself toward the world and 

those around us. In similar fashion, when we ordinarily interact with other people, we seamlessly 

adopt a posture of personhood that is defined vis-à-vis a cultural and background understanding 

of what it is to be seen as a person. This understanding is both defined and defines the 

boundaries of a person-space—spaces that mark the outermost limits of what it is to be a person. 

Admitting someone into the person-space, in this vein, is a matter of affording them admission 
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into a space whose parameters are defined according to cultural, ideological, and institutional 

expectations about what it even means to be a person.  

Those that we encounter as appropriately situated within the boundaries of such material 

spaces are those that we can relate to as people—creatures like us, with the same rights and 

entitlements as us. But again, these boundaries are not metaphoric or conceptual. Rather they are 

concretely drawn in space because we are the kinds of creatures that have concrete, material 

locations in space. Likewise, much of our thinking about who we are and how we interact with 

others is crucially bound up in our relationship to where we are in space. This is why, I have 

argued, those to whom we comfortably relate as persons are those that we recognize as belonging 

in the same space as us, or who could, if granted the opportunity, occupy such a space in many 

ways like us. Those around us seem to belong to our ways of life, whereas those far away and 

outside of our space seem alien and other.   
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CHAPTER 4. LANDSCAPES OF POWER, MARGINALITY, AND THE RISE OF MASS INCARCERATION 

 
We don’t have to sell [prison development] to a community. The community is knocking 

on our door […] It used to be ‘not in my back yard’. Now, they want it in the front yard.   

– Vice-President of Operations, Corrections Corporation of America (2000) 

 

All liberation struggle is place-based liberation struggle. Liberation struggle is specific to 

the needs and struggles of where people are, and that where has many, many dimensions.  

– Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Geographies of Racial Capitalism, An Antipode Foundation 

Film 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The United States has the largest incarcerated population in the world. According to 

Prison Policy Initiative, there are currently 1,291,000 people in state and 226,000 people in 

federal American prisons (Wendy Sawyer & Peter Wagner, 2020). As of March 2020, the United 

States criminal justice system holds a total of approximately 2.3 million people in its various 

carceral institutions—jails, federal prisons, juvenile correctional facilities, military prisons, 

detention facilities, etc. Between 1972 and 2003 the national prison population increased by 600 

percent, which is about 13.5 times greater than the 37 percent increase in the national population 

growth during the same time. In addition to these figures, recent estimates suggest that 6.7 

million persons are annually supervised by the U.S. adult correctional systems—meaning that 

every year approximately 1 out of 37 individuals in this country will pass through the criminal 

justice system. 

These are alarming figures, and the economic costs that attach to the management of this 

gargantuan system have recently rattled policy makers, giving rise to calls for criminal justice 

reforms across the political spectrum. However, the pace at which many reform campaigns are 

currently progressing is woefully slow. Adding fuel to the fire, the recent resurgence of law-and-

order politics at the national level, through the advent of Trumpism, portends political and 
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institutional shifts that could render even such minimally progressive efforts meaningless.47 As 

things currently stand, especially in the midst of an unprecedented pandemic, it is an 

understatement to call the American penal system a disaster on every level—the burdens that this 

system imposes on incarcerated persons, their families, and their communities are beyond tragic 

and unjust.  

Despite the disturbingly prodigious increases in the number of incarcerated persons in the 

last four decades, and the economic and social havoc that the correctional justice system has 

wreaked on the lives of many Americans, research on the cultural and ideological foundations of 

mass incarceration remains relatively scarce. More notably, and perhaps most relevantly for my 

purposes, philosophical research on mass incarceration has been nearly non-existent.48  

Building on the arguments of previous chapters, this chapter explores the cultural roots of 

the American carceral and penal apparatus. Where did the program of mass incarceration derive 

its cultural support and legitimacy from? In answering this question, my discussion ideally brings 

to a satisfying conclusion the various arguments of this dissertation. I claim here that cultural 

shifts do not reduce merely to changes in the psychological dispositions of a group, but rather are 

alterations in popular collective judgments that, at their root, are driven by wholesale changes to 

the material landscape of social life. Similarly, I argue that mass incarceration is a cultural and 

 
47 For example, during his speech at the Republican National Convention in (2016), Donald Trump promised to 

restore safety to an America where crime is on the rise in major cities, police are routinely killed in line of duty, and 

illegal immigrants and terrorists are perennially scheming to destroy collective life. Trump and his administration 

made good on their promise to strengthen the law-enforcement arm of the state by reversing the Obama-era 

restrictions on surplus acquisition of military gear by the police. Similarly, despite record lows of violence against 

police officers, this administration continued to promote the notion that there is a war against the police on the 

streets of America—a notion that is not terribly unpopular among liberal politicians either. 
48 Search the so-called leading ethics and moral philosophy journals, and you will not find one paper from at least 

the last three decades with the keyword mass incarceration. If you search the archives of Journal of Philosophy, 

Ethics, Philosophy & Public Affairs, and Journal of Moral Philosophy, you will discover that no articles have been 

published in any of these journals explicitly on the problem of mass and over incarceration in the United States. 

Given the enormity and the depth of the problem, this is an astonishing fact to observe for our discipline. 
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spatial crisis at its root, with a meticulously devised and enforced geography that has given rise 

to structurally pervasive beliefs about what constitutes a crisis, and how such crises ought to be 

managed.  

Accordingly, I develop my study of the American penal system around the critique of a 

culture that emphasizes harsh retributivism as its preferred response toward criminalized 

behavior, but that legitimizes such punitiveness through reconfiguring spaces of everyday life, 

altering modes of access to basic goods therein, and imposing severe regulations on movements 

that take place across such landscapes. It is my contention that the cultural shift in the United 

States, from carceral rehabilitation in the 1960s toward carceral incapacitation in the 1980s and 

thereafter, was managed and mediated spatially and geographically at every step of the way. 

Insofar as agency is spatially constrained, per my arguments in Chapter 3, and insofar as cultural 

practice is spatially constituted and circumscribed, per my arguments in Chapters 1 and 2, this 

chapter argues that shaping and reshaping cultural assumptions about crime, punishment, and 

individual responsibility similarly required spatial interventions at every level of social and 

cultural organization. Indeed, I propose and defend the view that this is how American 

lawmakers secured democratic assent for dramatically and horrifically expanding the prison 

system.  

Section 2 discusses how power endures through physical landscapes and argues that 

hierarchies of power explicitly correspond to spatial orderings of social and political life. I 

introduce the concepts of landscapes of power and landscapes of marginality to account for the 

ways that access to power is spatially and materially charged. Section 3 discusses an abridged 

history of carceral politics in D.C. and California, and the geographic and economic shifts that 

generated cultural willingness for instituting extremely harsh punitive policies. Section 4 
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concludes the discussion of this chapter and offers some reflections on the broader themes of this 

dissertation.  

2. Landscapes of Power and Marginality 

 

The task of effectuating and achieving social reform should proceed through changing 

cultures and disrupting the networks of “social meanings, tools, scripts, schemas, heuristics, 

principles, and the like, which we draw on in action, and which gives shape to our practices” 

(Haslanger 2017, 155). In short, the preamble to any program of social transformation is critique 

of mainstream ideological and cultural practices. Ideologies systematically prevent us from 

knowing what is morally salient, what demands change, why such changes matter, and to whom 

they matter most urgently. Per the account of ideology developed in earlier chapters, ideologies 

achieve such forms of moral obfuscation not through mere psychological distortion, but quite 

literally through obscuring and obstructing our access to that which matters. Expanding on a 

similar theme, Haslanger has recently argued that ideological critique must “challenge, disrupt 

and replace those aspects of the cultural techné that mask or occlude what’s valuable and prevent 

us from organizing ourselves in ways that are more just” (Ibid, 160). Insofar as cultures have 

material and spatial configurations, cultural critique must grasp the ways in which cultural shifts 

correspond to shifts in the configuration of our material practices, and probe how these shifts 

engender ideological and normative confusion on a systemic level.  

In similar fashion, I propose that a critique of the American penal system must proceed 

through situating mainstream cultural attitudes, specifically toward crime and punishment, in the 

shifting geographies of mid-to-late twentieth century. Prisons and carceral punitiveness represent 

an essential part of American thinking about how moral, social, and political life ought to be 

organized. As Jonathan Simon (2007) has noted, crime and collectively misplaced fears of its 
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violent manifestations are now central to the ways in which Americans conceptualize the 

exercise of power and authority, both at home and globally, and to how we determine what is 

and is not an appropriate response to social and political crises. But widespread attitudes can 

only spread infectiously across the appropriate cultural and ideological terrains—those spaces of 

human interaction and activity earlier referred to as person-space. Recall that on my account, 

person-space represents culturally and geographically delimited landscapes where those 

activities that give meaning to our person-characteristic ways of life take place. Furthermore, I 

argued that the cultural landscapes that enclose these spaces are not metaphoric. Rather, these are 

real sites and places where people participate in the routines of life, and where the meaning of 

such rituals is continually revised and renewed, alongside what it means to participate in them 

and who can do so to begin with. Much of what we do, thus construed, unfolds across landscapes 

that are imbued with social and political meanings, insofar as the different parts of these terrains 

represent differentials of power and vulnerability. Crucially, power itself is produced, 

reproduced, and transferred through the interactions that occur within such spaces, especially 

between people, material objects, and the material environs that we inhabit. Let me take a quick 

step back and unpack some of these claims. 

Firstly, what are landscapes? Broadly and commonly construed, landscapes are physical 

manifestations of place. Places are social constructs that can both refer to actual places, such as 

the place where you were born, and abstract or non-physical sites, such as a place on the internet 

or a mood as captured in expressions like “I am in a very bad place!” But when we physically 

experience a place, or see a place represented in a photograph or a painting, what we typically 

experience is the landscape of that place, which can encompass all the various physical 

components that make up the landscape, including the natural and geomorphological attributes of 
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the place in question, in addition to the artificial and built features of their environs, such as 

buildings, roads, monuments, etc. Moreover, landscapes do not merely refer to assemblages of 

natural objects and artifacts. As Sharon Zukin tells us, landscape can also refer to an “ensemble 

of material and social practices and their symbolic representation” (1991, 16). In this vein, 

landscapes can represent sites of sedimented histories, feelings, memories, and feature 

prominently into how we conceptualize individual and collective identities.  

But allow me to side-step such questions about epistemology of place for the moment. 

What I am particularly interested in here are the ways in which power circulates and manifests 

through material and built environment, and how our access to power both constitutes and is 

constituted by our relationship to space. When we think and talk about power, some stability and 

durability are typically implied. As Torsten Menge has put this point, “individuals or collectives 

are powerful only if their actions can have effects in a wide range of circumstances” (2019, 13). 

In short, power requires materially durable connections that extend beyond face-to-face 

interactions and verbal contracts. Such connections, in other words, cannot be solely limited to 

situationally negotiated agreements. Along these lines, the sociologists Michel Callon and Bruno 

Latour argue that power is primarily stabilized through material artifacts and structures that 

produce and reproduce social relations beyond verbal agreements (2017, 284).  

This is exactly right, in my view. Exercising power requires a material infrastructure 

because, as I have argued, we are creatures whose very conditions of personhood are predicated 

on their relationship to space—where we are in space and how we navigate its environs, that is. 

These varying situations in space, across different landscapes, represent different meanings of 

what it is to belong, who is in charge, and what it would mean to trespass into places one is not 
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expected and welcomed.49 Thus, landscapes and built structures often work as implements of 

power; as ideological and political devices that distinguish those who belong from the ones who 

do not, the haves from the have-nots, the wealthy and the privileged from the indigent and the 

oppressed, and those with spatial freedom from ones whose slightest movements will be 

subjected to surveillance and regulation. In turn, such regimes of surveillance and regulation, as 

they emerged through shifting cultural judgments about who belongs where and how such 

positionalities should be enforced, begin to feature prominently in daily social life—especially in 

the lives of those that come to be regarded as out of place and thereby in need of institutional 

relocation to their designated location.  

Take the problem of immigration in the United States. For years, our political leaders 

have rallied around the message that the immigration system needs to be structurally reformed. 

In fact, members of both mainstream parties usually agree that doing so demands robust 

securitization of international borders through improving technologies of surveillance and 

instituting harsh disciplinary measures to punish those that illegally trespass on our land. In line 

with such hyper supervisory tendencies, the practice of mass deportations—where so-called 

illegals are forcibly extracted from their communities, detained, and eventually expelled back to 

their land—has become integral to mainstream American thinking about immigration. But this 

insistence on distinguishing legal actors from their counterparts, and punishing the spatially 

transgressive behaviors of the latter, can itself be interpreted as an expression of the broader 

American criminal mindset, as sociologist Tonya Maria Golash-Boza (2015) has argued.   

In Golash-Boza’s view, we should retrace the roots of the problem of mass deportations 

to global economic changes that brought about mass migrations, giving rise to social and 

 
49 See Chapter 1, specifically, for a more thorough discussion of this point and how space is normed.  
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political crises that, in turn, engendered an overreliance on banishment and punishment as the 

most effective remedies for those crises. In her monograph, Golash-Boza refers to the cyclical 

interplay of such transformations, and its attendant hyper-individualizing ideologies, as the “neo-

liberal cycle” (2015).  

To illustrate the ways in which this cycle operates on the lives of actual persons, Golash-

Boza opens her analysis with the story of an undocumented young man, Eric, whose life is 

turned topsy-turvy when he is arrested on dubious charges in California and deported back to his 

country of birth. Eric moved to the United States at age 11 with his mother. In high school, 

Eric’s mother suffers a debilitating injury and is no longer eligible for work, which means that 

Eric must drop out of school to provide for both and to keep the family afloat. Soon Eric marries 

a Salvadorian woman with a permanent legal status, and in hopes of laying roots in the country 

where he has lived the greater part of his life, he applies for legalization. However, after 

dropping off a friend one day on the other side of town, Eric gets arrested for aiding and abetting 

a crime that his friend had allegedly committed. Eric is first transferred to the Los Angeles 

County Jail, where his name pops up in the Secure Communities database as an illegal 

immigrant, and even after the charges are dropped against him, he is soon relocated to a 

Corrections Corporation of America detention center for deportation back to Guatemala. Shortly 

thereafter, Eric is placed on a flight back to Guatemala City, with no genuine legal prospects for 

reentry into the United States, where his wife, child, and mother stay behind.   

This story is particularly painful since the circumstances of Eric’s life have rarely treated 

him favorably. It almost seems like life intentionally eschews its normal course to make things 

harder for him—a seeming cosmic cruelty to which many immigrants, like myself, can vividly 

relate. But this story also represents the tale of one life among many like it. Specifically, it 
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represents the tale of a life ensnared in the sinister, cyclical and, global tug-and-pull of 

neoliberalism. In this ostensibly endless cycle, large changes to the global economy, which spur 

movements of poor people both intra- and inter-nationally, are invariably coupled with cuts in 

spending on social programs that poor people often rely on to survive through precarious times. 

In this way, people like Eric become victims of systems that must destroy lives like his in order 

to function, and mass deportations represent just one manifestation of the potential 

destructiveness of this system. Changes to the global economy result in differentiated and uneven 

access to capital, and such inequalities in turn give rise to shifting geographies that feed into the 

same problems that gave rise to those inequities in the first place.  

In my view, however, what unequal distributions of capital limit are not access to abstract 

economic resources, but rather our concrete ability to comfortably navigate person-spaces—

those spaces where social life is organized and where the outlines of our very personhood take 

shape. This may strike the reader as a trivial point. Afterall, much of what we do takes place in 

space, and therefore it would seem intuitive that social and political inequalities would also 

significantly affect how we relate to spaces of daily life. But one of the defining elements of life 

under capitalism, as Henri Lefebvre (2009) argues, is that capitalism generates abstracts spatial 

formations that simultaneously homogenize, fragment, and hierarchize social life. Spatial 

patterns under capitalism obliterate all social difference and reduce workers to undifferentiated 

herds. At the same time, Lefebvre maintains that such homogeneity is fragmented, insofar as it 

produces isolated spatial clusters, and is rigidly hierarchical, insofar as it sharply demarcates the 

so-called noble from the crude, the center from the periphery (Ibid, 215).  

Thus, Lefebvre’s critique of capitalism proceeds through a critique of capitalist spatiality, 

and the social relations that these spatial formations generate and enforce. In line with this view, 
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I propose that we similarly situate the restrictions on economic and political access resulting 

from all forms of oppression within the actual spaces where such restrictions are produced and 

implemented. As I will demonstrate, it is only through doing so that we could hope to develop a 

clearer understanding of how crises like mass incarceration originated out of changing 

geographies whose inhabitants come to be deemed marginal and dispensable. It is for this reason 

that this chapter proposes we approach the problem of mass incarceration as a crisis of spatial 

proportions and import, one whose operative logic must be studied and interrogated from within 

the concrete contexts where it derived its cultural sanitization. This form of ideological critique, 

in other words, must be undertaken from the ground up and from within the very spaces where 

the notion that crime and criminals must be incapacitated, through whatever means necessary, 

became culturally plausible.  

Recall Haslanger had argued that ideologies develop out of cultural techné, or the cultural 

coordination systems that enable and give meaning to our material practices. Ideologies, 

according to this view, are material arrangements that have gone wrong; configurations of social 

practice where subjects are culturally organized in ways that obscure their understanding of what 

is morally valuable and naturalize the acceptance of what is morally unjust (2017, 159). As 

previously argued, however, ideological distortion is not merely epistemic, where we are 

prevented from knowing what and who matters. Of course, ideologies corrupt our beliefs about 

that which is morally valuable, and even the meaning of moral terms themselves. But it has been 

my contention throughout the present work that this epistemic corruption is a consequence, 

rather than a cause, of more immediate and material forms of obfuscation. Operations of 

ideology are always spatially mediated, insofar our material practices are always spatially 

ordered—where we are in the world matters, in short. In similar fashion, when ideology skews 
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our understanding of that which is morally valuable, it does so through spatially and materially 

re-ordering our practices in ways that are ethically problematic, while simultaneously 

naturalizing the occurrence and recurrence of such problems.  

Therefore, any in-depth analysis of a crisis like mass incarceration must be a thoroughly 

spatial one. Specifically, such an analysis must contend with the problem of spatial 

disinvestment and the continued restricting of basic economic resources for certain populations 

within certain spaces—restrictions that overtime have resulted in an overrepresentation of poor 

people and people of color in the American penal system. As Loïc Wacquant (2008) notes, in 

advanced capitalist states, limitations on social opportunities are almost always encountered 

across geographies of uneven development—in the ghetto, the banlieu, the degradati, the favela, 

and so on. These are the spatial designations for those populations situated at the bottom of the 

social and political hierarchy, where deficits of basic resources are most concentrated. These are 

the spaces where various forms of social vice and dissolution pervade the routines of ordinary 

life; where material scarcity defines collective identities; where problems of crime and poverty 

fester and multiply; and where inexorable outbreaks of civil unrest attract increased punitive 

attention, giving rise to hyper-policing and over-incarceration. These sites, which I refer to as 

landscapes of marginality, are where crises of uneven access are most prominently encountered. 

Landscapes of marginality are sites that the flow of capital seldom reaches because they are the 

habitats of those deemed socially, politically, and literally dispensable—the class of subjects that 

Fanon memorably referred to as wretched of the earth. Importantly, such landscapes acquire 

their marginal status in reference to the identities of those that occupy their actual spaces, and 

those that dwell in landscapes of marginality, correspondingly, are constituted and molded by 

their environs.  
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In this sense, unjust social structures alienate people not merely by psychologically 

undermining their sense of self and dignity, but through literally pushing them across boundaries 

that determine who matters and who does not. Ideology functions through instilling a sense of 

misplacement in vulnerable subjects that can then manifest in expressions of socially disruptive 

acts; acts that subsequently reinforce the cultural stigma that such people are inherently 

predisposed toward harmful behaviors, and thereby require institutional management. Thus 

construed, landscapes of marginality are analytically and spatially meaningful insofar as they 

correspond to landscapes of power.  

Landscapes of power demarcate the sites of belonging from the sites of exclusion, 

affording differing life possibilities to those that respectively inhabit such places. More 

importantly, landscapes of power are where ideologies originate and proliferate, and where the 

cultural assumptions about, for example, which groups are socially orderly and which disorderly, 

crystalize into resilient beliefs about who is a friend and who is a foe, and how we should 

interact and relate to each group. Likewise, the borders between landscapes of power and 

marginality are rigidly drawn. While the powerful can move liberally in space, they tend to 

robustly insulate and isolate themselves, a fact reflected in the technologies of surveillance and 

protection that they employ to mark their territories. Conversely, while the powerless can sojourn 

through landscapes of power, they can only do so as either servants of the powerful or as spatial 

intruders and transgressors.50 In either case, the point is that it is around the edges of these 

landscapes, which often have clearly identifiable spatial boundaries, that clashing ways of life 

and ideologies begin to co-constitutively take shape and enculturate their subjects. As such, 

 
50 Perhaps one of the most elegant and riveting depictions of this fact is Bong Joon-Ho’s film Parasite (2019). This 

film represents a careful study of how identities of the powerful and the powerless are deeply molded by the spaces 

where they dwell.  
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where you are in space matters quite a lot in terms of how you concretely see and relate to the 

world around you. Let me say just a bit more on this point.  

As I argued in earlier chapters, ideology has a peculiar ontological profile. Traditionally, 

theorists of ideology have presumed that operations of ideology are first and foremost 

psychological and epistemic. That is, when you fall under the influence of a particular mode of 

ideological thinking, this occurs through psychological and epistemic manipulation. However, as 

I have repeatedly claimed, such explanations are philosophically wanting. They foreground the 

dubious psychology of ideological belief formation over and above the ways in which we, qua 

concretely and materially situated agents, fall under the spell of ideology through actually and 

materially interacting with the world around us. In my view, the spaces that we inhabit and 

occupy are not secondary to how we relate to the world around us and participate in the activities 

of daily life. Rather these spaces are sites of all such activities, and bear importantly on how we 

do things, including how we socially and politically orient ourselves in response to what our 

material environs demand from us. Naturally, this is not to say that the material world possesses 

agency. It is, rather, to say that our sense of agency is constituted through a dynamic process of 

appreciating where we are in space and judging on the basis thereof what is and is not 

appropriate when it comes to choosing the actions that define our sense of self. In the language 

of some philosophers, this is to say that our sense of self is fundamentally bound up in our 

understanding of the possibilities that the world affords us. In the language of others, like Kukla 

(forthcoming), this is to say that agency is deeply embedded, responsive, and constrained 

spatially.  

Having agency is fundamentally a matter of having the ability to choose material stances 

from within which we relate to the demands of the context that we are in. But both our stances 
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and the contexts that we are in are materially and spatially constituted, insofar as “our stances are 

tightly and constitutively intertwined with the material spaces within which we adopt them” 

(Kukla Ibid, 18). My conception of landscapes of power and landscapes of marginality builds on 

this metaphysics of spatial agency, seeking to emphasize that the ways in which we relate to each 

other are embedded in matrices of power that are themselves embedded in and reproduced 

through specific spatial formations. It is in line with this materialist conception of power that I 

interpret ideology as the spatial configuration of our social practices in ways where we are 

prevented from responding to that which is morally valuable—which is to say we are prevented 

from adopting the right orientation toward that which is valuable. In my view, that which is 

ideologically obscured is not merely epistemically or psychologically alien to us; rather we are 

spatially oriented in ways that limit our moral purview and obscure our access to justice. Put 

differently, when ideology obscures that which is valuable, it does not vanish objects of moral 

value into non-existence. Instead, it simply organizes and orients its subjects in ways that these 

objects are not socially and politically discernible. And on the rare chance that they are seen, 

such objects are recognized as problems that require institutional control and management, and 

not as crises of moral and human significance involving real people.  

In line with this account, I now want to argue that the expansion of the American penal 

system, with its attendant ideologies of overvaluing criminal supervision and undervaluing social 

rehabilitation, emerged out of similarly complicated and influential interactions of space, agency, 

and cultural manufacturing of unsubstantiated fears. As I see it, the program of shoring up 

cultural consent for penal expansion and prison-building in the United States had (and has, to this 

day) an express spatial logic. As economic and geographic distances grew between the rich and 

the poor in the postwar American landscape, so did collective willingness, across the political 
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spectrum, to institute some of the harshest pieces of penal legislation. In tandem with new 

legislative shifts, during this time new identities were molded and promoted in the material gaps 

emerging between the socioeconomically privileged and their counterparts—labels like “crack 

babies,” “welfare queens,” “predators,” “thugs,” “super predators,” “gangbangers” and other 

economically, politically, and racially laden locutions entered the lexicon of American political 

discourse, deeply shaping the thinking of many Americans about poverty and social alienation. 

While such terms are no longer in political vogue, in the 1980s and 1990s they were the lingua 

franca of both Republican and Democratic lawmakers. But their purpose was not totally 

arbitrary. As the American welfare state began to corrode and unravel, the urban, suburban, and 

rural geography of the United States was transforming in remarkable and unprecedented ways. 

Black out-migration from rural areas had increased in the decades following World War II. 

During the same time, white residents had begun to flee cities in response to Black and ethnic in-

migration. By mid-late 1970s, as American cities were experiencing major economic decline, 

bringing about pervasive poverty and unemployment, the literal distances between the rich and 

the poor were conveniently exploited to generate support for penal measures that supplanted 

social and economic reforms.  

 This account, which I deploy in the next section to make sense of penal expansion in the 

United States, is deeply beholden to the work of Ruth Gilmore. In Golden Gulag (2007), 

Gilmore argues that to fully understand how prisons became the go-to American panacea to 

economic and social crises, we must understand how prisons became readily available as carceral 

objects, which requires understanding how the geographies that encompass such objects were 

repurposed and reconfigured spatially. For Gilmore, “changing relations of power and 

belongingness, mixed with uneven capacities for mobility” constitute and define the mise-en-
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scéne out of which the tragedy of mass incarceration developed (Ibid, 130). In the next section, I 

expand on this claim in two ways. First, I argue that it is not a coincidence that the era of tough-

on-crime politicking, beginning in the 1970s with its cultural and political iconography of fear 

and lawlessness, coincided with an aggressive regime of economic neoliberalism that completely 

altered the social and political geography of urban, rural, and suburban United States. Second, I 

concretely substantiate this claim by focusing on two examples that bear out the theoretical 

upshot of the discussion in this chapter—the claim that the American crisis of mass incarceration 

evolved out of a program of cultural consensus-making that itself was constructed through a 

program of spatial reconfiguration, dislocation, marginalization, and ultimately banishment and 

exclusion.  

The examples that I focus on in this portion of my analysis are very personal, insofar as 

they are drawn from the places in the United States that, after immigrating to this country at the 

age of 17, I have come to regard as my homes away from home. The first place is Washington 

D.C. As the capitol of the United States, the District represents in the imagination of many 

Americans the epicenter of scheming and collusion among the political elite. Contrary to such 

impressions, D.C. is a city boisterously teeming with culture, history, politics, arts, and activism. 

It is the city of which George Clinton, the founder of Parliament-Funkadelic, once intoned: “We 

didn’t get our forty acres and a mule/ But we did get you CC/ A Chocolate City is no dream/ It’s 

my piece of the rock and I dig you, CC” (1975). Despite this unique identity, however, the 

history of Chocolate City is marred by decades of economic and racial strife. Indeed, as I shall 

discuss momentarily, this history represents the narrative of a remarkable city cruelly burying 

many of its own children in the bellies of the ugly behemoth that is the American penal system. I 

will intersperse and complement this discussion of carceral politics in Washington D.C. by 
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drawing on the geographic study of the California prison system developed by Gilmore (2007). 

In their conjunction, these two examples will demonstrate that mass incarceration constitutes a 

monumentally valuable case study of how relations of identity, agency, power, and ideology 

interact spatially to uphold intersecting systems of injustice. Furthermore, this analysis will 

critically illustrate how the American carceral logic, and its attendant cultural conviction that 

prisons are where millions of people should be stocked, took shape during an era of economic 

and political crisis that completely altered the geography of American life.  

3. Carceral Landscapes: From D.C. to California  

 

In 1975, the population of Washington, D.C. was around 70 percent Black. As the first 

majority-Black City in the United States, D.C. had become known among residents and 

commentators as Chocolate City. For many to this day, the epithet denoted the fact that the city 

was once overwhelmingly Black populated. But the term meant much more to the residents of 

the city. As the poet Kenneth Carroll wrote in the late 1990s, Chocolate City represented a 

“metaphorical utopia where Black folks’ majority status was translated into an assertion of self-

consciousness, self-determination, and self-confidence” (1998). In this sense, the term was a 

euphemism for the city’s prolific production of Black arts and culture, and the rising prospects 

for Black self-determination.  

In the year 2021, however, the story of D.C. is vastly different from the utopic vision of 

Black empowerment that the city once symbolized. The last two-decades of aggressive urban 

redevelopment, coupled with the advent of the nonprofit industry and other forms of ostensibly 

political entrepreneurship, have transformed the population of the city from overwhelmingly 

Black to highly mixed. Alongside these demographic shifts, in the last few decades D.C. has 

acquired one of the highest rates of incarceration nationally. With a population of over 700,000 
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residents, the city incarcerates somewhere between 930 to 1,153 people per 100,000 residents.51 

So, how did this happen? How did Chocolate City transform from the capital of Black culture 

and sovereignty into one of the most active engines of displacement and mass incarceration?  

As with any historical tale, this one too can be told by many narrators and from manifold 

perspectives. One such perspective is put forth in (2017), where James Forman Jr. recounts the 

history of D.C.’s experiments with law-and-order policing in exacting detail, particularly 

emphasizing the complicity of Black politicians in ensnaring untold numbers of Black 

Washingtonians in the American penal system. Evaluating the merits and demerits of Forman’s 

fastidious account requires space that I simply cannot afford here. Instead, what I choose to focus 

on, which is a facet of the narrative that Forman weaves into his analysis, are the cultural and 

spatial underpinnings of the advent of the so-called war on crime in the District.  

 In the 1990s, the fate of city management in D.C. became a football tossed back-and-

forth between an erstwhile liberal Presidency and an erstwhile majority Conservative Congress. 

The city had racked up a staggering deficit of $722 million, and local finances had unwound so 

disastrously that city officials were asking Congress to slash the wages of city workers. In 1995, 

during some of the first waves of the petty partisan clashing that have since become the modus 

operandi of American national politics, President Clinton and Congressional Republicans agreed 

to appoint a Financial Control Board to oversee the finances of the District. Corporate operators 

where soon put in charge of dispensing with needless federal spending. As is often the case when 

corporatism merges with political decision-making, this meant that the city’s most valued social 

and economic services would be significantly shrunk in size and influence. The city budget was 

 
51 These are figures collected and published by Prison Policy Initiative. See Wagner and Sawyer (2018), and in 

particular the appendix to this report. As I will point out in my discussion, the D.C. penal system is highly unique, 

because after 2001 the District’s prison population was integrated into the federal Bureau of Prisons system.  
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balanced by the early 2000s; so much so that after 2001 the Control Board became operationally 

dormant. However, while relative economic stability was achieved in the city, as Ed Lazere, the 

former executive director of D.C. Fiscal Policy Institute, would later put it:  

What we had were really substantial cutbacks to a lot of things, from education, housing 

and so on. There were a lot of things that were needed to help people succeed that were 

cut in the midst of fiscal austerity. We did a study about how the city budget had changed 

from 1992 to 2000, which included the period of the Control Board. You can probably 

imagine the Board saying ‘we need to get our finances in order and fix them’ or whatever 

they said. They went into an austerity process, despite knowing there was a high 

unemployment rate and a need to stimulate the economy. (Joel Arbasetti and Carla Minet 

2017) 52  
 

As the report that Lazere alludes to highlights, the funding for the Department of Employment 

Services was cut by 80 percent between 1990 and 2004; local funding for affordable housing 

programs was cut by over 90 percent; local budget for the Department of Human Services 

declined by 33 percent; local funding for non-Medicaid health services fell by 15 percent; 

funding for mental health resources was cut by 21 percent; and funding for the Department of 

Parks and Recreation was reduced by around 26 percent, among other similar reductions in 

programs for low-income and vulnerable populations. In this way, the ground was perfectly 

prepared for D.C. to become the site of one of the most intense programs of low-income and 

Black displacement over the next two decades.  

 According to a recent study by the Institute on Metropolitan Opportunity (IMO), since 

the year 2000 D.C. has suffered the most widespread low-income displacement and dislocation 

of any major city in the U.S.53 As the data collected by the study indicate, the most concentrated 

patterns of displacement have been observed in Ward 6, which includes the neighborhoods of 

 
52 The report that Lazare refers to, whose figures I cite above, is summarized in (Ed Lazere and Idara Nickelson 

2004).  
53 For an accessible of précis of the study’s finding see (Marissa Lang 2019). The findings of the study can be 

separately accessed at (Institute of Metropolitan Opportunity, 2019), and here: 

https://www.law.umn.edu/sites/law.umn.edu/files/metro-files/washingtondc_incomechange_report.pdf. All the 

figures cited above are culled from this same study of neighborhood changes.  

https://www.law.umn.edu/sites/law.umn.edu/files/metro-files/washingtondc_incomechange_report.pdf
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Capitol Hill, Navy Yard, the Southwest Waterfront and parts of Downtown. Since the beginning 

of the century, the study’s authors point out, these neighborhoods have seen an overall 

population growth of 19 percent, including a staggering 202 percent increase in population of 

white residents. But such forms of displacement of low-income residents is not unique to Ward 

6. For example, in a neighborhood like Shaw, where the historically Black Howard University is 

located, the number of low-income populations have dropped in the last two decades by around 

57 percent. According to the IMO study, Shaw represents a neighborhood that is economically 

expanding, but only at the expense of low-income displacement. Such trends, in more attenuated 

and less alarming forms, can also be observed in neighborhoods spanning Logan Circle, 

Petworth, and Columbia Heights, and NoMa.54  

 The statistical findings of this study are not beyond dispute and should be carefully 

situated in context. For instance, while D.C. has lost a significant portion of its Black population 

to gentrification in recent years, it has simultaneously attracted a sizable population of Hispanic 

and Asian residents. That said, to anyone who is familiar with the history of D.C., it is 

indisputable that wave after wave of gentrification and displacement has deeply altered the 

identity of the city. Naturally, then, one might also wonder: What became of those that were 

pushed out of their homes and neighborhoods through each wave of displacement? The data here 

is not at all easy to track. The same study from IMO shows that about 437,000 of the city’s 

suburban residents live in areas where over the last two decades low-income populations have 

grown by as much as 70 percent. This would suggest a movement of low-income populations 

from urban locales to the suburbs. Conversely, the same neighborhoods have lost white 

 
54 NoMa, in particular, has experienced significant demographic and income realignments in the last four or so 

decades. Per the 1970 census, the neighborhood’s population was 86 percent Black. By 2015, the neighborhood’s 

population had almost doubled, with the population of white and Asian residents hovering somewhere around 62 

percent. For a personalized discussion of such changes, see David Rusk (2017).  
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populations over the same period by as much as thirty percent. In close comparison, what these 

figures tenuously point to is a trend of white and formerly suburban populations steadily 

supplanting many of the city’s Black and formerly urban residents.55 These numbers should be 

carefully probed, as they point to alarming correlations between continually expanding urban 

investment and pervasive low-income disinvestment. However, more interesting to me here is 

the steady and curious rise in the rate of incarceration in D.C. during this same era of geographic 

and populational realignment.  

At the outset, it should be noted that the D.C. criminal justice system is unique in many 

regards. After the Lorton Correctional Complex closed in 2001, the District officially handed 

over the last of its sentenced felons to the federal Bureau of Prisons. In place of the infamous 

Lorton, the District of Columbia’s Department of Corrections now operates two facilities that are 

functionally identical to local jails, and as some have reported even to federal prisons.56 In this 

sense, while there is not much available and accessible data to review in terms of how much the 

District’s prison population has grown since 2001, what we do know is that annually around 

12,000 people are booked into the city’s local jails. Furthermore, according to recent analysis 

conducted by The Sentencing Project, the District has an incarceration rate of around 930 per 

 
55 It should be emphasized that the story of populational shifts in the District, undergirded by phenomena like 

gentrification, are not as racially and economically black-and-white in the ways that some authors have claimed. 

Again, while in the last four decades the city has lost 135,000 Black residents, and gained 66,000 white residents, it 

also has attracted nearly 50,000 Hispanic residents. Similarly, in 1980 the Asian population of the city was around 

6,700 residents, whereas today that number has grown to around 24,000. This is all to say that while there is 

definitely a racial element to gentrification in the District, the city is far more heterogonous and cosmopolitan in its 

profile that is typically acknowledged.  
56 In a recent lawsuit brought against the Washington D.C. Department of Corrections (DoC) the plaintiffs, four 

inmates at Washington D.C. Jail in the southeast, have alleged that the DoC is engaging in “violations of their 

constitutional rights under the Fifth and Eight Amendments by failing to ensure safe conditions in the face of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.” The lawsuit can be reviewed here: https://www.acludc.org/en/cases/banks-v-booth-

challenging-life-threatening-lack-covid-19-precautions-dc-jail. A report from 2019 similarly described unsafe, 

deteriorating conditions inside the D.C. Jail, including dangerous room temperatures, sanitary conditions, pest 

infestations, broken fixtures, and inadequate lighting. The nature of such complaints suggests that the conditions in 

D.C.’s jails are not totally dissimilar from those that have been documented in federal facilities.  

https://www.acludc.org/en/cases/banks-v-booth-challenging-life-threatening-lack-covid-19-precautions-dc-jail
https://www.acludc.org/en/cases/banks-v-booth-challenging-life-threatening-lack-covid-19-precautions-dc-jail
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100,000—a figure that in comparison to other states places the city in the top five across the 

United States.57  

So, on the one hand, the District has experienced a reshuffling at the population- and 

income- levels spurred by a panoply of material forces—from local urban redevelopment to 

national economic trends that disproportionately affect low-income populations—bringing about 

widespread displacement across the city. On the other hand, during the same era and beginning 

in the late 1980s, the rate of incarceration in the District, mirroring similar trends at the national 

level, shot up and decidedly intensified. Still reeling from a heroin epidemic that ravaged the city 

in the 1960s, especially devouring the District’s poor Black neighborhoods, city officials 

deployed the iron fist of law enforcement to ward off an impending crack epidemic in their 

communities. As Forman notes, it is during this era that the advent of so-called warrior policing 

in the District assumes the political spotlight—the notion that police officers are warriors tasked 

with confrontationally and aggressively cracking down on crime. In the words of Forman 

himself:  

[…] the fight against crack helped to enshrine the notion that police must be warriors, 

aggressive and armored, working ghetto corners as an army might patrol enemy territory. 

At the same time, aggressive policing was part of a larger set of legal and policy changes 

that included mandatory minimums, longer prison sentences, and the seizing of asserts of 

drug dealers and users. In addition, elected officials, police chiefs, journalists, and 

everyday citizens increasingly heaped shame and scorn upon lawbreakers. This hostile, 

unforgiving mind-set wasn’t born in the crack era, but it was then that it became 

entrenched, influencing even to this day how we think about drugs, violence, and 

punishment. (2017, 157) 

 

Two points here are noteworthy. Firstly, as Forman notes, the national advent of warrior policing 

in the 1980s coincided with a period of economic deregulation that allowed major American 

corporations to shut down domestic operations and move factories overseas. By 1980, 

 
57 As previously noted, Prison Policy Initiative (2018) estimates that the rate of incarceration is the highest in the 

country and therefore in the world, at 1,153 per 100,000 population. 
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unemployment and poverty were soaring, inflation was accelerating, and there was not much of a 

safety net for vulnerable populations to fall back on.58 Major cities across the country were 

experiencing unprecedented population declines, resulting both from extensive job losses and 

from newly prevalent fears that city-dwelling was highly vulnerable to criminally motivated 

violence. In more rural locations, as manufacturing sites began to disappear one after the next, 

entire townships were abandoned by both state and federal governments to weather the blows of 

recession on their own, desperately groping for help in the dark. Desperate times, however, call 

for desperate measures. As Gilmore (2007) has demonstrated, many such rural towns would later 

turn to the carceral economy for their survival, as lawmakers began to proselytize the idea that 

prison development would generate jobs and revenue. I will come back to this point briefly.  

The late 1970s were undoubtedly a time of economic upheaval in the United States. But 

things got far worse when Reagan won the presidency in 1980. An inveterate anti-welfarist, one 

of whose main accomplishments as California’s governor was kicking “cheaters” off welfare, 

Ronald Reagan assumed office determined to reduce federal spending on social programs. Of 

course, many such programs constituted the social safeguards that poor people, especially in the 

inner cities, would typically rely on to weather cyclical economic downswings. Neither the 

President nor his Congress really cared, however. During the first year of Reagan’s presidency, 

the Congress passed legislation that completely upended the benefit and eligibility formulas for 

programs like Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). These changes led to 

significant increases in the poverty rate, the consequences of which were borne extremely 

severely in Black communities across the United States. And D.C. was no exception here, as the 

 
58 According to some figures, by 1980 31.8 million Americans were living in poverty, including a staggering 32.5 

percent of Black Americans and 25.7 percent of Hispanic Americans. By 1982, the rate of poverty had increased to 

as much as 15 percent of the American population, or roughly around 35 million people. Such figures were provided 

by U.S. Bureau of the Census (1981). 
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city lost millions in federal aid to Medicare and AFDC. By 1980, there were somewhere around 

131,000 residents living in poverty in D.C. according to a report by The Urban Institute. This 

meant that of the total population of the city, somewhere around 20 percent were living below 

the poverty threshold.59 As such, the waves of displacement that later inundated D.C. would have 

to be directly retraced to policies that upended the economic landscape of the District. As the city 

sank into poverty, and crack was introduced into poor communities across the United States, 

American policing assumed what Forman calls its warrior stance—aggressive and quasi-military 

patrolling of poor and Black neighborhoods targeted at identifying even the faintest hints of 

criminalized behavior.60 By 1986, crack had already made its deadly debut in places like Los 

Angeles, Detroit, Miami, and New York. Compared to powder cocaine, crack cocaine was far 

cheaper, given that it is watered down cocaine, and delivered a far more immediate and intense 

high than its powder counterpart, given that it is smoked. These unique features of crack made 

the drug extremely appealing to poor users. As Forman notes, in 1984 about 15 percent of D.C.’s 

arrestees tested positive for cocaine, whereas by 1987 the figure had quadrupled to 60 percent, 

with almost every user having consumed the drug in the form of crack. In a city that was already 

awash in poverty, political corruption, and homelessness, the encroachment of a crack epidemic 

was, in the words of historians Harry Jaffe and Tom Sherwood, like “throwing a match into a 

bucket of gasoline” (1994, 238).  

As fatalities from crack addiction spread from one community to the next, Black political 

and civic leaders began to compare the evils of crack addiction to the wrongs of slavery. The 

 
59 For a detailed discussion of such figures see Carol J. De Vita et al. (2000). 
60 For an extensive and in-depth discussion of warrior policing in Washington D.C. in the 1980s see James Forman 

Jr.’s ““The Worst Thing to Hit Us Since Slavery” Crack and the Advent of Warrior Policing 1988-92” in Locking 

Up Our: Crime and Punishment in Black America. For a detailed discussion of the so-called warrior mindset in law 

enforcement, see Seth Stoughton’s (2015). As Stoughton puts it, warrior mindset of policing can be summarized as 

the worldview that “officers are locked in intermittent and unpredictable combat with unknown but highly lethal 

enemies.”    
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Reverend Jesse Jackson, for instance, equated drug dealers with Klansmen during his primary 

campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination.61 Likewise, the Los Angeles Sentinel, the 

premier Black newspaper in L.A., declared that the so-called epidemic the most “serious threat 

we have faced since the end of slavery” (quoted in Forman, 158). And Atlanta’s Mayor Maynard 

Jackson forcefully asserted that “we’re going to fight drugs and crime until the drug dealer’s 

teeth rattle” (Ibid, 165). Even D.C.’s own Mayor Marion Barry, whose arrest for crack 

possession nine years later would become a defining scandal of his career, called crack dealers 

“the scourge of the earth” (Ibid). This is all to say that a cultural consensus had begun to form 

during this era, especially in across Black communities, that crack was the worst calamity to 

afflict Black Americans since slavery, and that to appropriately contain its harms comprehensive 

and unforgiving law-enforcement measures were urgently called for.  

At the national level, a bidding war had already begun between the two parties to raise 

penalties for drug possessions as high as possible. As Eric Sterling, the assistant counsel to the 

House Judiciary Subcommittee on Crime would later describe this bipartisan back-and-forth on 

which party could be more punitive, sentencing laws were often arrived at like an “auction 

house,” where politicians would try to outdo each other on how harshly they wanted offenders to 

suffer (Ibid, 164). One of the most regrettable outcomes of this auctioneering was the notorious 

100-to-1 cocaine-to-crack ratio, where arrests for sale of crack would result in the same 

mandatory sentences as someone selling one hundred times as much cocaine. The policy, in 

other words, was expressly designed to target and criminalize the poor, especially poor Black 

communities, serving as a convenient legal pretext for increasingly locking up the most 

vulnerable members of the American society. By 1995, even the U.S. Sentencing Commission 

 
61 As Jackson would famously put it during a presidential campaign stop in 1989 “I won’t take it from the Klan with 

a rope; I won’t take it from a neighbor with dope. We must drive them out” (Cheryll Devall, 1988). 
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itself was noting that the 100-to-1 rule was creating a racial imbalance in federal prisons and 

resulting in far more severe sentences for low-level crack dealers than wholesale providers of 

cocaine.62 Until the passage of the Fair Sentencing Act in 2010, the 100-to-1 would be enforced 

in many jurisdictions, thus serving as one of the primary instruments for the criminalization of 

Blackness and poverty in the United States.   

This brings me to a central part of this chapter’s analysis. As alluded to earlier, a crucial 

part of my argument here is that American penal expansion emerged out of a program of cultural 

consensus-making that was grounded in the shifting economic and political geography of the era. 

On a view defended earlier, culture represents spatially delimited configurations of social 

practice within whose boundaries our understanding of self, identity, and others takes shape. Put 

differently, cultures are deeply enmeshed in the spatiality of shared practice, and their perimeters 

are drawn and redrawn based on how we concretely relate to, navigate, and share space. 

Extending this point, I maintain that manufacturing cultural consent, say for legislative proposals 

like increased policing and prison construction, could only have been achieved through 

manipulating the relationship between the American citizenry and the cultural landscape.  

Fearmongering in 1980s and 1990s was an integral part of the emerging popular 

consensus that lawmakers had to crack down on crime, through whatever punitive means 

necessary. Such consensus-building was partly achieved from the top-down. Toward the end of 

twentieth century, policymakers latched onto the idea that policing and incarceration were the 

most reliable remedies for both economic and social crises engulfing American society. But they 

had to sell the public on this same idea and secure the political sanction they needed to expand 

 
62 For an in-depth study of the history, background, and the consequences of the 100-to-1 rule, passed as part of the 

1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, see “Cracks in the System: Twenty Years of the Unjust Crack Cocaine Law” released 

by the American Civil Liberties Union (Deborah Vagins and Jesselyn McCurdy 2006). 
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the war on crime. As such, a project of cultural influencing emerged during this time that would 

fundamentally alter collective attitudes toward criminal wrongdoing.  

While the war on crime achieved its full momentum, the Keynesian state of the New Deal 

was foundering on its last legs. During this time, the American public witnessed a vast 

reorienting of fiscal and federal resources away from social programs and toward programs of 

criminal management and supervision. Tough on crime was now part of the parlance of the 

American mainstream discourse at all levels of organized civil and political life. As 

unemployment figures expanded, and social spending on federal programs shrunk, economic and 

social crises overwhelmed American cities from coast to coast. Rates of crime were indeed on 

the rise, but both the media and the state aggressively exaggerated the threat of criminal 

violence. For example, in a widely viewed televised address in 1986, Nancy Reagan sat next to 

her husband in the West Wing, reading news stories of “crack babies” on incubators, warning the 

public of the seriousness of the ongoing drug epidemic. As she put it:  

Many of you may be thinking: ‘Well, drugs don’t concern me.’ But it does concern you. 

It concerns all of us because of the way it tears at our lives and because it’s aimed at 

destroying the brightness and life of the sons and daughters of the United States. (Reagan 

& Reagan, 1986)  

 

The progression from consuming drugs to committing violent criminal acts was a seemingly 

straightforward one, or so claimed Republicans and Democrats alike. You start at the bottom 

with recreational experimentation, and soon you are a violent fiend willing to do whatever to 

satisfy an endlessly nagging habit.  

Interestingly, it is during this same era that gated communities became popularly 

entrenched into the urban and suburban architecture of many cities.63 It is during this era that 

 
63 Gated communities were a rarity in the United States until the advent of retirement developments in the 1970s and 

1980s. According to a survey of extant data, there were about 5,000 gated communities in the United States, 

whereas by 2001 around 7 million households reported living in community that is surrounded by walls or fences.  
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tank-sized SUV vehicles become the primary means of transportation for many city-dwelling 

American families.64 It is during this era that the National Rifle Association forces its way onto 

the American political landscape by advocating for more gun manufacturing under the pretext of 

promoting private security.65 As Simon argues, it is during this same era the perception of a 

official representative also changed, “as maestros of a complex ensemble of regulatory and 

service agencies, to be judged by the social results of their performance to a set of lonely crime 

fighters, measured only in how much they seem to share the community’s outrage at crime” 

(2007, 7-8). At this juncture, the perceived mission of representative government was no longer 

to serve the public in accordance with a belief in common welfare. The main job of government 

was now to forcefully protect the public from criminal violence potentially awaiting all innocent 

persons, thereby demanding the heightened securitization of every social interaction. In this 

sense, many came to regard nothing as impermeable to intrusions of political oversight and 

supervision. The personal was in fact now political, but the personal was also potentially 

criminal and thus had to be monitored and regulated vigilantly.  

This is merely to say that Americans did not go to bed one night and get up the next day 

with over 2 million people mysteriously locked up in federal prisons. The shift in focus from 

carceral rehabilitation to carceral incapacitation was a gradual one, emerging overtime and by 

way of (both implicit and explicit) agreements between the American citizenry and lawmakers 

that crime had to be aggressively managed.66 Many of the economic changes that precipitated the 

 
64 As Josh Lauer notes (2005),” total U.S. sales of SUVs doubled in 1983 and 1984 and continued to grow steadily 

each year thereafter, save for 1990-1 recession. Lauer situated the rise of the SUV in the context of American fear of 

crime in the 1970s and early 1980s.  
65 In the late 1980s, for example, NRA released a series of ads with questions like “why can’t a policeman be there 

when you need him?” as their headline. Another ad, featuring Charlton Heston, the newly-minted NRA 

spokesperson, portrayed the actor walking the gritty alleys of Washington D.C. and intoning “These streets, once 

ruled by Jefferson, Lincoln, Truman, are now ruled by criminals. A few blocks away our leaders sleep in safety.”  
66 The exact timeline of the shift from incarceration qua rehabilitation to incarceration qua deterrence and 

incapitation remains disputed. But the most pivotal changes took place in the 1970s, when the rehabilitative ideal of 
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cyclical neoliberal push-and-pull that I alluded to earlier took place during the same era that the 

rhetoric of tough-on-crime became socially and politically fashionable. With the aggressive 

advent of neoliberalism in the 1970s, large-scale economic changes altered the geography of 

labor and production in the United States, bringing about mass unemployment and poverty, and 

precipitating a corporatization of city management that underinvested in urban development and 

overinvested in policing.67 As Jeremy Kaplan Lyman puts the point, the neoliberalization of city 

management had significant consequences for policing, as it “led to significant reordering and 

reconfiguring of urban spaces and urban governance, each of which has direct consequences for 

how urban police departments operate and police” (2012, 186). Punishment, in this sense, 

became concentered by place in many American cities. For example, in a study (2010) of the 

spatial distribution of crime and imprisonment in Chicago from 1990 to 2006, the social 

scientists Robert Sampson and Charles Loeffler observed a “mutually reinforcing social process” 

where disadvantage and crime, concentrated in the same parts of the city, “worked together to 

drive up the incarceration rate” (5). In summarizing the findings of their study, the authors offer 

the following:  

There are two implications from these findings. One is the likely reciprocal interaction 

whereby community vulnerability and incarceration are involved in a negative feedback 

loop. Disadvantaged communities are more likely to be highly incarcerated communities, 

which increases their likelihood of becoming even more disadvantaged in the future. The 

second implication concerns the flip side of prisoner production. If communities 

disproportionately produce prisoners, they will disproportionately draw them back upon 

release. After all, even when imprisonment rates have soared, most prisoners return to a 

home community. These twin feedback loops need further testing, but conceptually, they 

may help explain both the high degree of stability and the fundamental dilemma of highly 

imprisoned communities. Unless an alternative policy is implemented, the evidence 

 
incarceration was publicly discredited, and deterrence and incapacitation became the explicit goals of prison in the 

mainstream political discourse. See David Garland (2001) for an expansive discussion of such shifts.   
67 For a thorough discussion of the neoliberazation of cities and the concomitant rise of punitive policing see Kaplan 

Lyman’s (2012). Like Lyman, I draw on David Harvey’s definition of neoliberalism. Harvey defines neoliberalism 

as a “theory of theory of political economic practices that proposes that human wellbeing can be best advanced by 

liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong 

private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (2005, 2).  
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suggests, a subset of communities will continue to produce concentrated disadvantage, 

concentrated crime, and concentrated imprisonment. (Ibid, 29-30) 

 

Alongside such changes in the spatial distribution of poverty, during the same era the collective 

thinking of many Americans became increasingly punitive about what it means to lead lives of 

responsibility and stability, and how individuals should grapple with the consequences of their 

failures.  

Consider the state of California in the latter half of twentieth century. Until the early 

1970s California was home to one of the most progressive correctional programs in the United 

States. As Simon (2014) has noted, the official approach to crime management from World War 

II until the 1970s, under Republican and Democratic governors alike, was highly evidence-

driven and centrally emphasized rehabilitative and moral reform. However, in 1976 and with the 

passage of Uniform Determinate Sentencing Act, California shifted the aims of its correctional 

program toward complete and total incapacitation—over the next three decades the state’s prison 

population would grow by 900 percent. The culture of control that emerged during this decade, 

resulting in the common sense that rising rates of crime must be managed through aggressive 

punishment, now portrayed the criminal as pathologically and inherently violent, and 

emphasized incapacitation as the sole means through which the unchangeable nature of criminal 

deviants could be contained. As Simon notes in his analysis, these changes emerged through a 

cooperative effort between a hypertrophic media industry, a manic public whose fears of rising 

crime rates were for the most part irrational, and a new caste of judges and legislators willing to 

hand out lengthier prison sentences, punish more severely, and fund more prison construction. 

Simon puts the point as follows: 

The criminal justice narrative embraced by California in the 1970s was based on a 
paradigm well suited to California’s new economy as a rapidly upgrading suburban 

homeowner society: the citizen homeowner versus the predatory criminal intent on 

invading the home and doing violence to the family. Around this primal fear, several 
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important story lines emerged in the 1970s, all emphasizing the vulnerability of victims, 

the intractably violent nature of criminal predators, and the unreliability of a 

rehabilitation-oriented penal establishment and its experts. The decade also produced 

iconic images of crime and prisoners that continue to circulate even today as the 

imagined threats underlying most popular crime discourse. (Ibid, 24) 
 

As culturally manufactured “moral panics” swept across the United States, lawmakers in 

California and elsewhere detected a precious opportunity for economic rejuvenation, still reeling 

from the recessions of the 1970s. To do this end, they banked on a popular anxiety around the 

imagery of crime to legislatively merge gang membership, gun violence, drug use, and all forms 

of mundane criminal activity into a “single social scourge, which was then used to explain 

everything from unruly youth to inner-city homicides to the need for more prisons to isolate 

wrongdoers” (Gimore 2007, 109). The media gleefully cooperated in this venture by amplifying 

the belief that crime and criminals were infiltrating all levels of society. Thus, the stage was 

carefully set to build the legislative infrastructure needed to drastically expand the reach of the 

penal system. But again, in many crucial regards, both in California and elsewhere, such projects 

of penal expansion were driven by largescale alterations to the geography of economic life, not 

to mention policies of urban underdevelopment, suburban overdevelopment, and rural neglect 

that had completely upended how people related to spaces of daily life, and thereby to each 

other.  

Gilmore offers the following observations on this crucial interplay of people, culture, and 

space that undergirded the massive expansion of the carceral infrastructure in California:  

If, in order to understand the prison fix, we must develop complex understandings of how 

prisoners became so massively available as carceral objects, we must likewise figure out 

how the ground the prisons stand on becomes available for such a purpose. In both 

contexts, changing relations of power and belongingness, mixed with uneven capacities 

for mobility (another way to think about political economy in an everyday way) set the 

stage for ordinary working people to accept extraordinary measures in hope of securing 

livelihoods. (Ibid, 131) 
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In the late 1970s, industry closures and capital abandonment produced in many parts of the 

country large tracts of unused land in urgent need of redevelopment. In rural communities as 

traditional economies foundered, workers and smallholders rallied around the belief that prison 

development might offer the economic revival that their towns desperately required. Similarly, in 

urban localities, residents were seeking relief from the economic and social crises gnawing at the 

heart of their communities. Even in majority Black cities like D.C., politicians were facing 

mounting pressures from their constituents to respond to the crises of gun violence and crack 

addiction ravaging poor communities amid a recession. The same dynamics were operative 

elsewhere in the country. As the public was whipped up into a collective frenzy about the rapid 

spread of criminal behavior, politicians aggressively capitalized on such fears to substantially 

expand policing and prison construction. In other words, the combinations of economic decline, 

high unemployment, pervasive social restlessness, and the sudden surpluses of unused land 

interacted explosively to effectuate mainstream support for carceral interventions at the local, 

state, and federal levels.  

As Gilmore argues, the prison expansion of the 1980s and 1990s was constructed 

“deliberately—but not conspiratorially—of surpluses [of land, labor, capital, and state capacity] 

that were not put back to work in other ways.” (Ibid, 88). As the Keynesian state faltered, the 

carceral state stepped in to manage the problems typically associated with largescale poverty and 

unemployment. In the meantime, the media began to sensationalize stories of crime and violence, 

and a consensus emerged between the public and the state that criminals had to be driven out of 

society. By 1991 crime topped polls as public anxiety number one, overshadowing more 

immediate concerns like inflation and unemployment. At the same time, the political class was 

peddling the myth that prison construction could rejuvenate the barren economies of many towns 
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across the country. In rural America, politicians did not face much resistance in promoting this 

unsubstantiated notion that prison construction would generate jobs. In larger cities and urban 

locations, even though locals often agitated in opposition to prison construction, the 

overwhelmingly majority still believed that crime—the cultural understanding of which had 

undergone major and insidious revisions by this time—was ravaging their cities. As Marie 

Gottschalk (2006) has argued, the American public, including even factions in the feminist 

movement of 1970-80s, largely accepted by this point the punitive policies their statesmen 

proposed, thereby creating the perfect environment for a massive expansion of the penal state.68  

In sum, then, while the economic landscape of the United States underwent major 

transformations in the latter half of twentieth century, a renewed hyper individualism began to 

suffuse all aspects of social life. The welfare state had given way to neoliberal privatization, 

forging and forcing a cultural understanding that the personal trumps the social. As John Riofrio 

argues, the progressive elimination of social welfare during this era went:  

[H]and in hand with the idea that personal failings are simply that, personal. The 

particular obstacles and threats experienced by certain communities (communities of 

color and indigenous communities for example) have been relegated and dismissed as 

“canards,” while suggesting that their collective failures to achieve success are due to 

individual, moral failings (consider, for example, the rhetorical trope of parental 

disinterest in child’s education, or the absence of African American male role models). 

(2012, 141) 

 

With the advent of neoliberalism, the distances between the poor and the powerful expanded 

even more—power was often concentrated in the suburbs, while poverty was usually 

concentrated in inner cities and rural communities. Such geographic enclosures of power and 

powerlessness were the necessary ingredients for a cultural shift that emphasized carceral 

 
68 This is empirically borne out by available polling data. Recent work by Mark Ramirez (2013) shows that public 

support for capital punishment, tougher judicial sentencing, increased law enforcement authority, and increased 

spending for tougher policing increased significantly during the 1970s, plateauing in 1994 and declining thereafter.   
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incapacitation as the most reliable remedy for economic and social instability. In the span of a 

mere decade or two, the American public, or rather those factions of the public with access to 

electoral representation, were thoroughly convinced that all criminals, indistinguishable in intent 

and action, had to be forcibly removed and isolated in prison facilities. And the cherry on top? 

Politicians assured their constituents that prison development would yield financial fruits by 

bringing back jobs. Former croplands in rural America, which had been hit extremely forcefully 

by recurring recessions, became go-to sites for prison sittings. The public largely nodded 

approvingly as lawmakers passed legislation after legislation to maximally criminalize anything 

from petty theft to vicious murder. The media stoked public anxiety by misrepresenting the most 

uncommon crimes as the most widespread social ailments. In short, space, culture, and economic 

isolation built a powerful coalition to bring about mass incarceration.  

4. Conclusion  

 

It is commonly presumed that identity is a matter of free will. I am who I am because I 

determine my choices, choose my actions, and accept accountability for their consequences. All 

on my own! Such is rarely the case, however. Indeed, who we are is in large part shaped by 

forces and structures beyond our individual control and conditions of choosing. Such structures 

and forces, as I have argued here, are almost always concretely embedded in physical landscapes 

that delimit relationships of power, authority, and control—a convoluted web out of which 

develops our sense of self and identity. One could point out that such spaces and landscapes 

serve as the figurative stage on which identity is constructed and performed. But much like an 

actual theatrical stage, where we are in space matters enormously to who we are and how we 

interact with others. As Don Mitchell puts the point, “landscapes, through the accretion of 

meanings over time, come to define how people think about a place (and how they think about 
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their place in that place), how they behave in it, and how they expect others to behave” (2000, 

120). In this sense, landscapes, and the material miscellany that we typically encounter in 

landscapes, represent physical concretizations of identity and power relations, insofar as they 

give form and substance to hierarchies of gender, race, sexuality, ability, nationality, class and so 

on.  

For instance, consider the recent waves of protest in the United States against displaying 

Confederate monuments in public spaces. Built into such acts of protest, and the counter protests 

that they often precipitate, is an important understanding that our relationship to physical space, 

including the artificial features and embellishments of such spaces, matter to how we live our 

lives and craft a collective identity. While much of the media focus in recent years has been 

devoted to racist monuments, the same could be said about how public memorabilia codify and 

reinforce masculinist power relations that have shaped the structure of contemporary society. For 

example, as late as 1986, there were only four women portrayed in public monuments in 

Washington D.C. On the other hand, when women are actually depicted in statues and 

monuments, they are usually rendered highly idealized and unrelatable. As the historian and 

mythographer Marina Warner argues, “female figures representing an ideal or an abstraction 

hardly ever intersect with real individual women. Devices distinguish them: improbable nudity, 

heroic scale, wings, unlikely attributes” (1985, 20). Statues, monuments, buildings, streets, and 

squares constitute and populate the spaces of daily life. People care about street names and 

statues because our understanding of what matters, who matters, and why they matter are always 

spatially mediated. A school building named after a slave owner is a painful reminder to Black 

students that, to this day, large segments of society valorize those that fought to enslave Black 

Americans—valorizing those that fought and died to keep slaves in their place.  
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These places, as I have tried to argue in this chapter and throughout the dissertation, are 

not figurative and symbolic. Rather, they are concretely and physically laid out in cultural 

landscapes—the built environment of daily life, including its spatial ordering and underlying 

material fabric. On the view advanced here, cultural landscapes are material artifacts that have 

shifting histories and traceable geographies. These spaces encompass all that we do individually 

and collectively. It is within the boundaries of these landscapes that cultural imagery, gestures, 

myths, traumas, beliefs, and our very senses of self and identity are constructed and contested. 

The arguments of this chapter were aimed at demonstrating the ways in which such landscapes 

represent relations of power, privilege, and access. Specifically, my analysis of mass 

incarceration situated the origins of American penal expansion in the context of postwar 

disinvestment in poor and Black communities, on the one hand, and in opportunistic attempts to 

counter rural poverty and decline on the other.  

 Since the late 1960s, the incarcerated population of United States has expanded by 600 

percent. As of today, the total population of incarcerated persons in American facilities rounds 

up to about 2.3 million. Much scholarly attention has been expanded in recent years on 

uncovering the sociological and economic foundations of the gargantuan apparatus that is the 

American prison system. With some notable exceptions, however, research into the cultural 

geography of mass incarceration has not explored the ways in which spatial disinvestment and 

redevelopment can function as tools of cultural scaffolding when it comes to fundamentally 

transforming people and their relations to one another. From the 1980s onward, the American 

prison system became a revolving door for citizens of poor urban neighborhoods and 

communities of color. In particular, the poorest neighborhoods in major urban cities became 

some of the biggest exporters of prisoners. According to Wacquant, for example, in New York in 
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the late 1980s three of every four inmates serving a sentence in the state’s prisons came from the 

seven Black and Latino neighborhoods in New York City, which also happened to be epicenters 

of poverty.  

Thus, the overrepresentation of poor people and people of color in the criminal justice 

system can only be made sense of spatially and geographically. From around 1940s to 1960s, 

low interest home mortgages encouraged white migration from the cities to the suburbs. At the 

same time, highway construction and restrictive housing covenants engendered migratory 

patterns that overtime geographically isolated poor people and communities of color from access 

to middle-class resources. In the 1970s and 80s spatially concentrated poverty interacted 

explosively with pervasive joblessness and social angst to forge perceptions of criminality that 

could only be assuaged with increased funding for law enforcement and expansive prison 

construction. Finally, all of this coincided with increasingly weakening commitments to a social 

safety net and an era of neoliberal economics that reinvigorated efforts to deregulate markets—

driving up more poverty, crime, and incarceration.  

 As poverty soared and the welfare state sunk, new identities and identifiers emerged to 

separate the poor from the rich. The urban poor were no longer perceived as materially 

vulnerable, but as “gangbangers” and “super predators” predisposed toward violent and 

criminalized acts. Such shifting perceptions reinforced the racialized and class biases of middle-

class Americans, many of whom by this time were geographically isolated from the contexts of 

urban plight, giving rise to the popular sentiment that criminals were the canker at the heart of 

American society. Even in communities of color, an omnipresent fear about a malevolent crack 

epidemic manifested in an overzealousness to activate the carceral arm of political governance. 

While jails and prisons in cities began to overflow, declining rural counties and towns began to 
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compete for large infrastructure programs to save themselves from total economic freefall. Faced 

with major restructuring and relocating of agriculture and manufacturing industries, these 

communities aggressively bid for new prison construction as a last resort to boost their local 

economies. By the mid 1990s, rural prison projects constituted about two thirds of new prison 

developments. By the early 2000s, such facilities were overcrowded with people from all walks 

of life—disproportionately people of color and poor people, though.  

As we speak, many of the same individuals are still serving extended sentences for 

offenses that largely could have been thwarted if their sworn representatives had prioritized 

education, healthcare, and job creation over military and police expansion. This, then, is the 

origin story of mass incarceration.   
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